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Prologue 


THE horse swayed gently beneath him, and Dakota could 
feel the tension and pressure slipping away with every step 
of the powerful bay. 


“So, how was your first year of medical school? And don"t 
give me the crap you put in your letters so | wouldn"t 
worry.” 


Dakota couldn"t help smiling over at his father, sitting tall in 
the saddle of the gray mare. He"d tried for years to get his 
father to use a different mount, but Sadie was his father"s 
favorite, and the two of them knew each other so well it was 
almost uncanny. 


Dakota exhaled deeply, letting more of the pressure go. “It 
was the most challenging pressure cooker | could have ever 
imagined. 


The classes, the clinicals, oral and written exams....” The 
thought of the long hours and demanding professors 
actually brought a smile to his face. 


“You loved it, didn"t you, son?” 


There was definitely pride in his old man's voice. But that 
wasn't unusual. Jefferson Holden had always made it very 
plain that he was proud of everything Dakota did. The man 
wasn't just his father—he was his best friend. They didn"t 
keep secrets and they shared everything. Well, almost 
everything. 


“| did, Dad. It"s what | really want to do.” The horses 
continued moving across the wide open field, and Dakota 
took in the rolling hills that led to the steep mountains in the 
distance. “But 1 
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there"s something about coming back here....” He didn"t 
know how to express what he was feeling in words, but his 
father looked over at him and nodded, the look on his face 
telling him he understood and that words weren"t 
necessary. The land was in Jefferson Holden"s blood. He 
lived and breathed every bit of it. And Dakota hadn"t 
realized how much it was in his blood, too, or how much 
he'd miss being away from it. “I thought we'd ride to the 
river.” Dakota saw the gleam in his father's eye before 
looking ahead again. 


“I knew you would. When you were a kid, | thought I"d have 
to tie you to the front porch to keep you away from the 


water.” His father's rich, familiar laugh carried on the wind. 
“Come on. Let"s see what you've got.” Jefferson spurred his 
horse to a gallop and took off, with Dakota right behind him. 


“Come on, Roman, let's not let these old geezers get the 
best of us.” Dakota kicked his horse lightly and he took off, 
shooting across the grassland, hooves pounding the ground, 
breath fogging in the crisp morning air. Dakota could feel 
the animal"s power pulsing under him, and his spirit soared 
along with Roman's. He"d spent months cooped up in 
classrooms and clinics. The scent of the range, earth, and a 
hint of water reached into his soul to reawaken what the city 
had deadened. “I"m right behind you, old man,” he called as 
he approached his father, overtaking him just before pulling 
the horse to a stop as the foliage near the water came into 
view. 


His father pulled up right behind him, and together they 
walked to the riverbank before dismounting and letting the 
horses drink in the shallows at the bend. Dakota looked to 
the other side of the river. The rope still hung from the old 
tree branch, and he could still hear the screams and squeals 
of his friends as they swung up before plunging into the 
frigid water. “One thing was for sure,”—his father"s voice 
pulled him out of his memory—“I could always find you.” 
Dakota felt a hand on his shoulder. “You"d swim in the dead 
of winter if I"d have let you.” 
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“Not anymore.” Dakota couldn"t help smiling. As a kid, the 
water was never too cold, but now he figured it would 
always be that way. 


“No, | suspect not.” They stood together, comfortably quiet, 
both watching the dark specks that dotted the range on the 
other side. Their cattle, the lifeblood of the ranch, moved 
Slowly as the hulks foraged for food. 


“It"s funny, Dad. When | left for school, | couldn"t wait to get 
away from here. | wanted to see some more of the world.” 


“And now you look forward to coming back,” his father said, 
finishing his thought for him. Dakota nodded and his father 
laughed. 


“You think you"re the only one? When I was your age, | 
couldn"t get away fast enough, either, but there's 
something in this land that called me back, and now it"s 
doing the same to you too.” Dakota turned to him and saw 
his dad"s blue eyes filling with love. “You"ll leave again, but 
you'll be back. The land won"t let you stay away for very 
long. It"s part of you, just like it"s part of me.” 


Dakota knew that was true, but he also knew that there was 
a part of him—a part that was becoming undeniable—that 
would make it very difficult for him to stay here, no matter 
how much he wanted to. Dakota opened his mouth, and for 
a second he almost told his dad, but he stopped himself. 
Now wasn't the time. He"d come home to recharge and get 
ready for another grueling year, and a revelation that he 
preferred men to women was a distraction he just didn"t 
need, and neither did his dad. He wanted things to be as 
they were, at least for the summer. 


“We should head back, Dad.” Dakota didn"t really want to 
leave this spot. The water gurgling around the rocks and the 
flowers along the riverbank were everything he 
remembered. 


“You"ll be back here again, | expect.” Jefferson mounted his 
horse and began the journey back toward the house. Dakota 
knew he was giving him a few minutes. With a smile, he 
swung back up onto Roman and spurred him onward, flying 
past his father and calling to 3 
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him as they sailed by. He knew his dad wouldn't be outdone 
and could hear the beat of the hooves behind him. 


Dakota reached the paddock first and bounded off Roman"s 
back, walking him to his stall. “Hey, Dad, you need help 
getting down?” he teased as he closed the stall door. Dakota 
thought about removing the saddle, but he hadn"t heard his 
father approach. 


Thinking it strange, he left the barn and walked around the 
side, looking back over the field. Dakota"s heart nearly 
stopped as he saw Sadie wandering, riderless. Taking off at 
a run, adrenaline pumping, the ground flew beneath his feet 
as a dark mound that he knew was his father appeared as 
he approached. “Dad!” His cry was answered by a low, 
painful moan that pulled at his heart. “Dad, what 
happened?” Dakota skidded to a stop and knelt next to the 
older man. 


“Fell off,” was all Dakota could understand between pants 
and groans of pain. 


“Where does it hurt?” Instinctively Dakota checked him 
over, looking for bleeding and broken bones. 


“My back.” His face contorted in agony. Dakota slipped off 
his jacket, draping it over his father"s shoulders as he tried 
to move, but Dakota settled him on the ground. 


“Just lie where you are, I"m getting help.” Reaching into his 
pocket, Dakota pulled out his phone and called for an 
ambulance. As he talked, he saw some of the ranch hands 
hurrying across the field toward them. By the time he"d 
given the 911 operator all the information he knew and 
hung up the phone, half the ranch was crowded around. 
“Mario, run back to the house and get a blanket.” 


“Should | get a pillow too?” 


“No, we can"t move him, but he needs to be warmer.” 
Dakota loosened the collar of his dad's shirt and took his 
pulse at the neck. 


It was steady and strong, but the waves of pain that he 
could see traveling through his father"s body told him there 
was something drastically wrong. Mario returned at a run, 
skidding to a stop and 4 
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handing him the blanket as the sound of sirens began 
playing in the distance. 


“I"ll direct them,” Mario said, and then he was gone again, 
running back toward the barnyard. 


“It"s going to be fine, Dad. Help is here and they'll get you 
all fixed up.” Dakota breathed a sigh of relief as he saw the 
EMTs racing across the field, carrying a stretcher and 
containers of medical equipment. 


“What happened?” The first to arrive knelt on the ground 
and opened his case. 


“Near as we can tell, he fell off his horse.” Shit. Dakota 
looked around and saw Eric leading the gray back toward 


the barn. He"d completely forgotten about the mare. “He"s 
complaining of back pain. Pulse is steady, but a little rapid, 
which is to be expected,” 


Dakota supplied, and then he got up and backed away, 
letting the men do their job. 


“My son"s going to be a doctor,” his father rasped between 
breaths, and Dakota felt a grapefruit lodge in his throat as 
he heard that ever-present fatherly pride ring through the 
pain. 


The EMT looked over at Dakota and then back to his father. 


“We're going to get you fixed up and to the hospital.” The 
other man joined him and the two of them began working. 


A firm hand gripped Dakota"s shoulder, a grip as familiar as 
his father"s. “He'll be fine, laddie.” Bucky had called him 
that since he was five years old. “He"s as strong as an ox. 
There ain"t nothing that'll keep him down for long.” 


Dakota turned and looked into the weather-hardened eyes 
of the ranch foreman and nodded. “I hope so, Bucky. | surely 
hope so.” 


Dakota turned his worry back to his father. He saw the EMTs 
work a backboard under his dad and secure him to it before 
they and two of the hands carefully lifted him up, carrying 
him to the ambulance. 


Dakota followed behind, chewing on a fingernail with worry. 
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“Do you want to ride with him?” the EMT asked before 
shutting the door. 


Dakota shook his head. As much as he wanted to, he figured 
he'd better have a vehicle. “I"ll follow right behind you.” 


The man nodded and climbed into the back, and Dakota 
heard him explain to his dad what was happening as he 
closed the door with a deep thunk. 


“All right, boys, you"ve got work to do. Jeff wouldn't want 
you standing around like a bunch of worried widows on his 
account,” Bucky said toward the group standing together 
near the paddock. Dakota turned and saw the concern on 
each and every one of their faces. That alone spoke 
volumes about how much these men thought of his father. 
One by one they turned, some disappearing into the barn 
while others got in ranch vehicles and headed out. “Do you 
want me to go with you, laddie?” 


“I'll be fine.” Dakota mustered a smile for the man who'd 
taught him to ride and so much more. But there was a look 
in those eyes that changed his mind. Bucky was worried, 
something he"d never seen before, ever. “Yeah, I"Il drive.” 
He stepped to his dad"s truck and pulled open the door, 
fishing the keys from beneath the seat. The passenger door 
Slammed closed and Dakota started the engine. As soon as 
the ambulance pulled out, Dakota was right behind it, 
speeding in the wake of the siren down the road. 


They arrived at the hospital a ways behind the ambulance, 
and by the time they got inside, they were met by one of 
the EMTs heading out. “Thank you.” Dakota shook his hand 
and then hustled inside to the emergency desk, where the 
girl told him to have a seat and that someone would be out 
Shortly. He and Bucky took seats, and Dakota found himself 


settling in for a wait. They didn"t talk much; they didn"t 
need to. Concern and worry were written on both of their 
faces. 
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“Dakota?” Hearing his name, he turned to see Dr. Hansen 
striding toward him. “Hi, Bucky,” the doctor said. The 
foreman nodded, his expression expectant. 


“Hey, Doc.” Dakota stood and shook the man"s hand. He"d 
been their doctor for as long as Dakota could remember. 
This was the man who had set his broken bones and gotten 
him through the chicken pox. 


“It"s been a while. | hear you"re in medical school.” 


“I wonder who you heard that from.” Dakota suppressed his 
smile. 


“Your dad tells everybody who'll listen.” There was a smile 
on the middle-aged man's face that faded as he got back to 
the issue at hand. “Your dad injured his back. He"s damned 
lucky it wasn"t worse, but it"s still problematic in his 
condition. What the hell was he doing on a horse anyway?” 


“Whoa, slow down, Doc. His condition?” Dakota asked, 
suddenly more worried. 


“| think we"d better sit down and talk.” 
“Yeah, | think we'd better.” 


“I'll just wait for you here,” Bucky said, and he wouldn"t 
meet his gaze. Dakota instantly knew that whatever bad 


news he was about to get, Bucky already knew. 


Doc Hansen led him toward a small consultation room and 
closed the door. “You'd better have a seat.” Dakota lowered 
himself into a chair and waited. “On their own, his injuries 
aren't too serious, and he"d probably recover from them in 
a few weeks.” 


“On their own.” Dakota crossed his arms in front of his 
chest. 


“What is it that nobody's telling me?” 


“Kota,”—the switch to his childhood nickname was very 
telling—“I diagnosed your father with multiple sclerosis a 
year ago. 


He should never have been riding a horse, and 
unfortunately this 7 
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injury is only going to make his condition worse. There"s 
some slight swelling around the spine that will probably 
dissipate, but it"s only going to aggravate the MS.” 


“What are you saying? Will he be able to walk again?” The 
thought nearly made him sick. 


“I"m saying the disease had been progressing steadily and 
untreated for a while before he came to me, because his 
hands were shaking, and there"s only so much we can do 
now. He"s already lost a lot of muscular control. In fact, I"m 
surprised you didn"t notice anything.” 


“| only got back last night, and we went riding together this 
morning. What | want to know is why he didn't tell me?” 


And only he can answer that question. Dakota slumped in 
the chair, the air flowing from his lungs; he could almost feel 
himself deflating. 


“Kota, I"m sure your dad was only trying to protect you.” 
Doc Hansen got up from his chair. “What | want to know is 
why that fool thought he could get back on a horse. | told 
him months ago to stay off them.” 


The words were lost on Dakota as he lifted himself out of the 
chair and walked blankly back into the waiting room. Bucky 
stood up, his cowboy hat in his hands, looking extremely 
contrite. “He made me swear not to tell you.” 


“I figured that!” Dakota glared at the foreman, but he 
wasn't really angry with him. He was mad at his father... 
but he couldn"t yell at him, and it wasn"t fair to take it out 
on Bucky. “Sorry.” 


“He is so proud of you,” Bucky explained. “And he knew 
you'd come home if you knew, and that was the last thing 
he wanted.” Dakota watched the older man fidget and 
motioned him to a chair. Bucky sat down next to him, hat on 
his lap. “More than anything, he knew how much being a 
doctor meant to you, and he didn't want anything to stand 
in your way, least of all him.” 
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“I know.” And his dad was right. If he"d have known, Dakota 
would have been on the first plane home. That he knew 
without a doubt. 


A nurse approached them. “I can take you back to see your 
father.” 


Dakota nodded and stood up, looking over at Bucky. 
“I'll wait here, laddie. You go see him.” 


He hated that look in Bucky's eyes—like he'd just killed 
Dakota's dog by accident and didn"t know what to say to 
make it up to him. “You didn't do anything wrong,” Dakota 
told him and Bucky nodded slowly. 


Dakota followed the nurse through the double doors, down a 
hallway, and into the small curtained-off area where his dad 
lay flat on his back, eyes closed. 


“They"ve given him something for the pain, so he may be a 
little out of it for a while,” the nurse explained before 
checking the machines and then leaving the room. 


Dakota stood at the end of the bed, looking down at the 
man he'd looked up to all his life. Jefferson Holden had 
always seemed larger than life to Dakota and had made him 
feel as though he could do anything. Now, looking at him 
with tubes in his arm, rails on the bed, eyes closed, his face 
only beginning to relax from the medication, he suddenly 
looked so small and vulnerable. 


“Kota?” 


“I"m here, Dad.” He walked to the side of the bed and held 
his father’s hand, seeing the shaking as he did. 


“Promise me you'll go back to school?” His dad"s eyes 
opened for a few seconds and then closed again. Dakota 
said nothing, relieved that he hadn't had to answer that 
question. His dad had been right—if he"d known, he"d have 
come right home, and nothing had changed now except the 
urgency. If his dad was able to come back 9 
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to the ranch, someone would need to take care of him, and 
for Dakota that was a no-brainer. He"d always wanted to 
help people, and he could think of no one he'd rather help 
than his own father. 


“We"re going to move him to a room in a few minutes. He'll 
probably be out for the rest of the day.” The nurse was back, 
and she moved around the bed and began to unlock the 
wheels. “You"re welcome to go up with him.” 


“Thanks. Do you know what room he"ll be in?” 
She consulted the chart. “Room 229.” 
“I'll meet you up there.” 


Dakota gave his father"s hand a slight squeeze and then let 
it go, placing it under the blanket before walking out and 
back into the waiting room. Bucky stood as soon as Dakota 
approached. “They"re taking him to a room. Why don"t you 
head back to the ranch, and I"Ill stay with him.” 


Bucky nodded. “I"Il have one of the guys drop one of the 
trucks by for you, laddie.” 


“Thanks, Bucky.” He didn't know what to say or do and was 
about to turn away when Bucky pulled him into a hug and 
then let him go. Dakota thought he saw watery eyes as he 
watched the foreman turn and hurry outside; then he 
followed the directions to his father"s room. 


When he arrived, his dad was already there. The lights were 
low and it looked as though he"d never opened his eyes. 
Beneath the window was a small built-in sofa, and Dakota 
settled on it and tried to think. There weren't a lot of 


decisions that would need to be made right now; he had 
time. But in his mind, he already knew what he had to do. 
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DAKOTA drove his truck along the road that led to the ranch, 
passing the mailbox and pulling into the drive before 
stopping the vehicle. Opening his door, he got out and 
leaned against it. The ranch house, barns, stables, and 
paddocks were all laid out before him against a backdrop of 
pastures, rangeland, and, in the background, the imposing 
peaks of the Tetons. Taking a deep breath, he let the scent 
and feel of home work its way into his blood. 


He needed to do this, needed to remind himself that this 
was home and that he loved it. 


“Hey, boss, you looking for something?” 


He turned in the direction of the voice and saw Mario 
walking up the drive. “No, just lookin".” He did this every 
time he was away for more than a few hours. Getting back 
in the truck, Dakota restarted the engine and pulled up to 
the house. Grabbing his bags out of the back, he walked up 
the steps and through the front door. 


“Hey, look what the cat dragged in.” Bucky got up from a 
chair and walked over to him, giving Dakota"s back a pat 
hello. “I was starting to wonder if you"d make it in today.” 


“| had to.” 


Bucky nodded his understanding, and Dakota dropped his 
bags by the sofa and walked down the hall, opening the 
door to the last room. 
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The nurse sitting by the hospital bed looked up from her 
book and smiled. “He"s doing just fine.” Grace marked her 
page and put the paperback into her purse before getting 
up and walking toward the door. Dakota followed, and they 
talked in hushed tones in the hall. “It"s been a good day. He 
had dinner about an hour ago and kept looking at me like he 
was wondering when | was leaving because he knew you"d 
be back.” 


“Did he say anything?” 


She shook her head. “But like you said, he understands and 
has ways of making himself known.” Dakota had already 
paid her for the week, but he reached into his pocket and 
gave her an envelope. 


“No, Kota.” She tried to push it back, but he pressed harder. 


“Then you spend it on those grandkids of yours.” He closed 
her hand around the paper. “The only reason | can enjoy 
myself is because | know you"re taking such good care of 
him.” She was a godsend, and both he and his dad trusted 
her, which was saying a lot. 


She gave up and put the envelope in her pocket. “I bathed 
him this morning and changed the bedding. He"s been 
turned, and Doc Hansen stopped in and said he"s doing 
fine.” Well, as fine as could be expected, but Grace would 
never say that. The woman was an eternal optimist. “I'll be 
going, but if you need anything, just call me.” She picked up 
her things and turned to leave. “If you need help a day or 
two a week, give me a call. | like it here, and he"s just a 
dear.” She gave him another smile and walked away. 


Smiling to himself as he watched her go, he pushed the 
door to his father's room open and walked inside. The only 
sound was his soft breathing as he slept, which he did more 
and more—not that there was all that much difference 
between his waking and sleeping hours any more. Oh, there 
were times when his dad was very alert, but those times 
were becoming fewer and fewer, and his ability to control 
his muscles less and less every day. “I love you, Dad.” He 
said that every day, no matter what, just like he had for the 
last four 12 


A Shared Range 


years. Turning quietly, he cracked the door so he could hear 
any noise and then headed back to the living room. 


Bucky was asleep in the reclining chair he'd claimed after 
Jefferson could no longer use it. Officially, Bucky was retired, 
but he"d been with the ranch for almost forty years and 
Dakota had told him he"d always have a home here. The 
man was as much family as his dad, and the sister he heard 
from about once a month, usually toward the end when she 
was running low on cash. 


“So tell me about this cruise you went on.” Bucky"s eyes 
slid open as he spoke. “Was the thing as big as it looked in 


the pictures?” 


“Bigger.” Dakota went into the kitchen and got a couple of 
beers before popping them open and handing one to Bucky, 
taking a seat on the couch. “The ship had three swimming 
pools, six hot tubs, a gym, ice skating rink, basketball court, 
and anything else you could think of.” 


“So, you think it'll last you "til next year?” The old man took 
a long pull. 


“It'll have to.” Dakota allowed himself one week away from 
the ranch a year—one week where he could let himself go 
and sow all the wild oats he possibly could, and this year 
he"d gone on a cruise. 


“Did you meet anyone?” The man's eyes swam, and when a 
smile appeared on Dakota's face, Bucky slapped his knees. 
“Well, tell me about her, son.” 


This was the part he always hated, and every year he 
debated coming clean. Before he left on the trip, he'd told 
himself he wasn"t going to lie to himself or anyone else 
anymore. “Well, that's the thing.” He took a long drink from 
the bottle, downing the rest of the beer before putting it on 
the table. “I don"t know how to say this, but | didn"t meet a 
woman. | met a man.” There, he'd said it. 


The recliner lowered slowly, Bucky"s feet resting on the 
floor. 


“Are you telling me you"re queer?” 
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“Gay, Bucky, I"m gay.” 
“Oh, sorry... gay.” Bucky took another drink of his beer. 


“What | want to know is why you took so long to say 
something.” 


“You"re not upset?” Dakota had built up this moment in his 
mind into such a dramatic production that the reality was 
kind of a letdown. 


“Hell, no. What happens between two people in the privacy 
of their bedroom ain"t nobody"s business.” Bucky"s eyes 
narrowed. 


“So, are we gonna have a boyfriend showing up? "Cause, 
laddie, you shouldn't be alone all the time.” 


Dakota could barely believe what he was hearing. He never 
expected this type of reaction. “I don"t understand.” 


“What?” Bucky sat back in the chair. “You thought I"d turn 
my back on you?” He shook his head. “You should know 
better than that. You"re as close to a son as | ever got, and 
I"Il be damned if something as ridiculous as that is gonna 
change anything.” Bucky reclined in the chair. “So, does 
anyone else know?” Dakota shook his head. “Not even 
him?” Bucky inclined his head toward the hall. 


“No. | was going to tell him the summer he got injured and 
never got the chance. After he got hurt, it didn"t seem as 
important.” 


Dakota got up and got another beer from the fridge, then 
returned to the sofa. “Since then, I"ve kept it to myself.” 
And he had, except for the one week a year he went on 


vacation and let himself cut loose. “I mean, this is Wyoming, 
Matthew Shepard country.” 


“So what's the difference this time?” 


The simple question made him think. On his previous trips, 
he'd always gone to larger cities and fucked his way 
through a bevy of men until his balls ached and he couldn"t 
move. “I"m not Sure.” 


He was lying to Bucky and to himself. This trip, he"d spent 
the entire time with one man, a dark-haired beauty with the 
body of an angel and the imagination of a devil. More than 
that, he'd found that he"d engaged his heart. 
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Dakota wasn"t naive enough to think he'd fallen in love with 
Phillip. But Phillip had awakened something in him that he"d 
kept closed off—and that Pandora's box, once opened, 
couldn"t be closed. And Dakota found himself taking the 
first tentative steps toward opening up. 


“Something happened on that cruise, didn"t it, laddie?” 
“Yeah, | just wished | understood it.” 
Bucky shook his head. “You have to be yourself, laddie.” 


Bucky finished the beer and set the bottle on the table by 
the chair. 


“And you need to be happy. Not everyone's like me and 
content with their own company their entire life.” 


Dakota thought the older man was done, but Bucky 
Surprised him and continued. 


“You gave up medical school when your dad got sick, and 
have taken care of him almost every day for the last four 
years. So you don"t owe me or anyone any explanations for 
how you live your life. Besides, there ain"t a man on this 
ranch that you haven"t helped in one way or another. That's 
what matters. ” 


Bucky picked up the remote and turned on the television. 
Ten minutes later he was asleep, just like he was every 
night, and Dakota sat on the couch and watched him in 
complete, surprised awe. Not that he was going to go out 
and start carrying flags in the pride parade they had in 
Cheyenne every year, but he felt better knowing that maybe 
it wasn"t that big a deal to some folks. 


Getting up, Dakota finished his beer and put the bottles in 
the trash before heading outside. At the paddock, he stood 
and watched the horses for a few minutes until Sadie 
walked up, bumping him on the chest. “Hey, girl.” He hadn"t 
brought any treats with him, but she didn"t seem to care. “I 
missed you too.” He stroked her neck until a high cry 
echoed over the range, deepening to a low, rumbling howl. 
Sadie spooked slightly and backed away, looking around 
and tossing her head. 
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The door to the bunkhouse banged open and the guys 
poured out. “Did you hear which direction that came from?” 
Mario asked, on the run. 


“From the northwest.” The men were still pulling on coats as 
they headed for the trucks and down the drive. 


What"s going on, laddie?” Bucky called from the porch. 


“Wolves. I"m heading out with the men. Will you stay with 
Dad?” Bucky nodded, and Dakota knew part of Bucky 
wanted to go along and part of him was relieved to be 
staying. Knowing his dad was taken care of, Dakota hurried 
to his truck, making sure his rifle was under the seat before 
hurrying in the direction of the wolf call. 


They weren't supposed to shoot them, even if they caught a 
wolf among the cattle, because technically, the wolves were 
the property of the federal government. But they could 
scare them away, and if one got shot in the process.... 


Reaching the road, he stepped on it, going as fast as he 
dared, turning the corner and flying along the west road to 
the far northern ranges. 


As he approached, he saw the other men had already 
fanned out and heard a shot in the distance, followed by 
another, and then quiet. He could see headlights dotting the 
range in places, and his phone rang. It was Mario. “I think 
Sparky scared one off with his barking. You want us to keep 
looking?” 


“For a while. You know they hunt in packs, and they won't 
give up unless we make it hard on them.” Dakota hung up 
and saw headlights flash. Reaching beneath the seat, he 
pulled out the gun case and got out the rifle. Loading it, he 
closed the door and began walking along the fence line. As 
he did, he could hear his father's voice. He"d always said 
Dakota could spot a wolf faster than anyone he'd ever seen. 


Large, dark shapes moved around the range in the last light 
of the day—the cattle grazing, their shadows lengthening. It 
wouldn"t be long before it would be dark and too late to 
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wolves away. Dakota checked his watch. He had about half 
an hour to get rid of the wolves or he'd lose a few head to 
them, and he had no intention of letting that happen. 
Walking away from the truck, rifle at the ready, he watched 
the borders of the range near the stand of trees. He knew if 
they were anywhere, they were hiding in those trees. The 
sun kept lowering and Dakota kept watching. 


Then he saw it—a slight movement, low to the ground and 
crouched, scooting in the taller grass. “I"ve got you, ya 
bastard.” 


Dakota waited. He could barely see the animal, just its 
movement, and he knew there were probably others as well. 
Settling behind one of the fence posts, he waited until the 
movement resumed, and sure enough, he saw another one 
at the edge of the trees, watching. 


Raising his rifle, he sighted it and squeezed the trigger. The 
explosion he expected, but he didn"t expect the loud, 


ringing ping. 


“Fuck!” He'd hit the fence post right next to the bugger. The 
sound did have an effect, though, and both wolves raced for 
the trees. 


Dakota thought he saw them tear out from the other side, 
heading toward the mountains and away from the ranch. 
Lowering his rifle, Dakota slowly walked back toward his 
truck and his phone rang again. 


“Mario, | missed but scared them away. Last | saw them, 
they were headed back toward the park.” 


He heard Mario laugh. “You missed? What happened, you 
get soft on the big cruise ship?” He heard the other guys 
chuckling along with his new foreman. “We'll meet you back 
at the house.” 


He disconnected and stowed the rifle before starting the 
truck. The drive back didn"t take long, and after saying good 
night to the men, he walked inside. 


“You awake, Bucky?” Dakota closed the door gently so he 
wouldn"t wake his dad. 


“Yeah. Did you get "em?” There was a hint of excitement in 
the old man"s voice. Bucky was one of the men who'd 
helped organize protests a decade earlier when the federal 
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decided to reintroduce wolves into Yellowstone. The animals 
had done well, and while they generally stayed in the park, 
the wolves sometimes roamed outside and into rangeland. It 
was an extremely touchy issue for all the ranchers and 
farms in the area. 


“I missed. Scared the shit out of them, though.” 


“Good. Filthy beasts. It took us decades to wipe them out, 
and the damn government brings "em back.” It was 
obviously still a very sore subject. For Dakota, they were a 
fact that he had to deal with. 


The wolves were protected, and while he'd killed a few in 
his time, he tried to abide by the rules, no matter how unfair 


he felt they were. 


“Don"t get worked up over it. They"re gone for now.” Dakota 
patted Bucky on the shoulder. “I"m going to check on Dad.” 


Dakota walked quietly down the hall to the bedroom and 
pushed the door open, surprised to find his father's eyes 
open and scanning the room. “You"re awake.” Dakota could 
see him trying to move his lips and throat. Sometimes he 
was able to speak a few words, but it had been a while. 


He made a small sound that sounded like a slight whistle 
and then stopped before trying again. 


“Wolf?” Dakota asked, and his father stopped and relaxed. 


“There were a few out tonight. Harry, the new man, shot at 
one and so did |.” Dakota settled next to his chair. “He was 
huge, Dad. Gray and brown, and I think | saw his mate.” As 
much as he hated what they could do to his herd, he had to 
admire the creatures. “I only saw him clearly as he ran 
away, but, man, he was fast, and strong too.” 


He told his dad about the sunset he"d seen as he"d driven 
back, how the red and gold light faded behind the peaks in 
the distance. “It was like their shadows lengthened and 
covered us in a blanket.” Dakota kept talking until his dad"s 
eyes closed again. 


Dakota sat with him almost every evening, telling him 
everything that happened on the ranch. He had no idea how 
much he understood, but that didn"t seem to matter to 
either of them. Even though the conversation was now one- 
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disease had advanced this far, they"d talked until his dad 
couldn't talk anymore. 


“You remember when | was a kid and you used to tell me all 
kinds of stories about cowboys and Indians, even the time 
Great-grandpa met President Roosevelt when he was 
visiting and Yellowstone was new?” Dakota turned the light 
down as low as he dared. “You'd tell me story after story 
until | couldn"t keep my eyes open. Every night you'd sit 
with me.” Dakota rested back in the chair, a blanket folded 
next to it. “I think it"s going to snow soon.” 


His father"s head shook slightly, and Dakota wasn"t sure if it 
was a Shake or him agreeing. He took it as the latter. “Il used 
to love the snow, do you remember? You bought me my first 
sled.” Dakota remembered his dad running and sliding, 
pulling him on it across the yard. 


Looking up, he saw his dad"s eyes were closed and his 
breathing even. “"Night, Dad.” Dakota got up and squeezed 
a hand lightly before placing it back beneath the blanket 
and walking next door to his bedroom. Sidestepping the as- 
yet-unpacked suitcases, he got cleaned up. 


As he climbed beneath the covers, his phone rang. The 
number wasn"t one he recognized, and Dakota almost sent 
the call to voice mail but then on impulse answered it. 


“Dakota? It"s Phillip... from the cruise.” His voice was deep 
and rich. 


Damn, he sounded good right now, and Dakota's dick stood 
right up. He remembered that voice so well, along with the 
feel of that hard body as it moved beneath him. 


“Did you make it home okay?” Phillip asked, and Dakota's 
mind flashed on the image of Phillip on the beach on Saint 


Martin, naked, all laid out on a lounge chair. He went with 
the memory and let it settle on him. 
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“Yeah, it was a long trip, but good.” The sheets shifted 
lightly over his length, and he stifled a groan and pushed 
back a wish that Phillip was here with him. Dakota wasn"t in 
love with him, and he knew Phillip didn"t have any illusions 
about them, either, but it was nice to talk and have a good 
fantasy. “I"ve already been out chasing wolves, keeping 
them away from the cattle. And you, no troubles getting 
home?” 


“No, it was easy traveling.” Phillip was quiet for a second or 
two. “I just called to say thank you for a great time. You 
were terrific, and....” 


Dakota laughed into the phone. “I know, you always wanted 
to fuck a cowboy. If | remember, that went both ways.” 


“It certainly did.” Phillip chuckled lightly. “Listen, | don"t 
want to keep you, but | wanted you to know | had a great 
time and that you made the cruise extra special. And | 
wanted to ask if it would be okay to call every once ina 
while.” There was more of that rumbling laughter. “I mean, | 
know I"m not the love of your life. Lord knows I"ve got 
enough of that with Gary. The man moped the entire way 
home.” Now it was Dakota's turn to chuckle at Phillip"s 
queeniness. “But | thought we could still be friends.” 


“Lord, of course.” Phillip had Dakota worried there for a 
second. “If you"re out this way, I"d love to have you stop for 
a visit, and maybe a ride.” Phillip burst out laughing, and 


Dakota realized what he'd said. “On a horse,” he clarified 
with mock indignation. 


“You"re a complete nut.” Although his body definitely liked 
the idea of the other type of ride, he wasn"t going there, 
and certainly not on the ranch. Dakota figured he should 
change the subject or the conversation would turn into 
phone sex. “So how is Gary taking the separation from 
Scott?” 


“Not good. He'll get over it, but he"s one of those happy- 
ever-after guys who really want to meet the love of their life, 
and unfortunately, he thinks he has with Scott. And having 
to go their separate ways after the cruise is tearing him up.” 
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Dakota understood; he'd been able to see it on the cruise. 


Those two had been inseparable. Fortunately for Dakota, 
both he and Phillip knew they were having a bit of fun— 
really hot, steamy fun. 


“It"s late and | know you"re an early riser, so I"Il say good 
night.” 


“Thanks for calling, Phillip, and | mean it, the invitation"s 
open for a visit.” They disconnected, and Dakota set the 
phone on the nightstand and turned out the light. 


For the past week, while he was on the ship, his dreams had 
been of the ranch and home. Now he dreamed of the wind 
and waves, the roll of the ship, and the incredibly sexy, 
dark-haired spitfire who"d shared his bed for much of the 


voyage. That"s what his vacations were for—to fill his 
dreams. And for now it would have to do. 
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DAKOTA woke, his back straining as he pulled himself 
toward consciousness. 


“Hey, laddie.” 


Opening his eyes, he saw Bucky in his dad"s room. “You fell 
asleep in the chair again.” Bucky leaned against the 
doorframe, arms folded over his chest. “You"re gonna need 
your sleep, "cause there"s plenty of work now that spring"s 
just a hair"s breadth away.” Dakota could hear the 
excitement in the older man'"s voice. 


Forcing his legs to move, Dakota stretched himself out, 
relieving the cramp in his back and legs as he looked at his 
dad"s still-sleeping form. “I just can"t leave him.” It was still 
dark outside the windows, but he knew it wouldn"t be for 
long. 


Bucky stood in his pajamas, leaning over the bed. “I know, 
but his temperature"s down and the antibiotics are working, 
so go to bed for a few hours. There"s a big day ahead, and 


Grace will be here to look after him while we"re moving the 
herd out of the winter range.” 


“We?” Dakota asked as he stood up, deciding to take 
Bucky"s advice, and the old man followed him out of the 
room. 


“Yes, we, laddie. You don"t think you"re leaving me out of 
the fun, do you?” 


Dakota reached his door and smiled. “Wouldn"t think of it, 
Bucky.” With a final glance, he shut his door and flopped on 
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bed, pulling the quilt over him without even bothering to 
take off his clothes. 


He woke a few hours later, his mouth feeling like he"d been 
drinking but without having had the fun the night before. 
Climbing off the bed, he fumbled toward the bathroom and 
the guaranteed wake-up potential of a shower. Pulling off his 
clothes, Dakota stepped under the hot water, squeezing his 
eyes closed as the water soothed out muscles that had 
never truly relaxed from sleeping in the chair. 


As his soapy hands slid down his skin, Dakota let his mind 
wander. It had been months since he"d had someone touch 
him besides himself, but he still had plenty of images from 
his last vacation and he let them play, running through a 
favorite. 


Phillip had insisted he wear his cowboy hat, and the dark- 
haired spitfire had his legs in the air, crying for him to “fuck 
me harder, cowboy!” Phillip"s sexy, lithe body had vibrated 


with each thrust, those eyes rolling back, his mouth wide 
open ina silent cry. 


Dakota gripped himself tightly as the memory continued to 
play. He could almost hear Phillip"s cries of desire as his 
body gripped Dakota like a vise, his own body reacting now 
just as it had that morning in his cabin. He could almost feel 
the gentle sway of the ship as the water coursed over him, 
and his climax barreled through his body, painting his hand 
and the tiles with his release. Dakota reached for the walls 
to steady himself as he caught his breath, basking in the 
endorphin-induced afterglow. 


Still heaving, he forced himself to finish washing before 
shutting off the water and stepping out. Drying himself 
quickly, he stepped back to his bedroom and dressed in a 
hurry, meeting the men in the stables. “Ready, guys?” Even 
thought he'd barely slept, Dakota was filled with energy and 
raring to go. After the long winter, the days were warming, 
and he was looking forward to spending the day in the 
saddle. Most of the men would camp out until the cattle 
were situated, but he"d return each night to be with his dad. 
A chorus of yes"s answered him and everyone headed out. 
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The herd was being driven into three different ranges, with 
one portion being moved each day. The drive went well, and 
by lunch the first of the herd had reached their summer 
home and begun fanning out. It took most of the rest of the 
afternoon to get the last of the herd in the range and round 
up the stragglers. The men set up camp just like the cattle 
drivers of old, sitting around a fire and cooking dinner. 
Dakota stood back from the group, getting ready to leave. 


The men seemed happy as the stories began, with Bucky 
leading the way. Truth be told, the old man loved the drive, 
but most of all he loved sitting around the fire telling stories 
to the younger men. 


Shadows lengthened as Dakota mounted and began his ride 
back to the house. He knew these fields and trails like the 
back of his hand, they both did. He and Roman had made 
this trip together for a number of years... ever since his dad 
no longer could. 


“What is it, boy?” The horse had begun to prance and 
stopped moving, blowing through his nose and tossing his 
head. “Is there something out there?” Dakota knew Roman 
well enough to follow the gelding"s instincts. Slipping off, he 
reached for his rifle and cocked it before walking forward. 
“It"s okay. I"I] protect you,” he soothed as he took Roman'"s 
reins and slowly led him forward. He could see the tree line 
to the left and knew that was the source of whatever had 
spooked Roman. 


Dakota continued forward until movement caught his eye, 
and he stopped and watched as a wolf emerged from the 
trees, stepping slowly and tentatively. They both appeared 
to see each other at the same time, and Dakota stopped, 
watching as the huge male—the one he'd shot at before— 
stared right back at him. Even to Dakota's eyes, he was 
magnificent: strong, almost regal, eyes shining in the last of 
the setting sun. Roman whinnied softly, and Dakota spoke 
soft and low to soothe him, glancing at the horse for a 
second. When he turned back, the wolf was gone, and 
Dakota stood watching the trees, completely forgetting 
about the rifle he carried, much less using it. 
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Roman sniffed the air and seemed to calm, butting gently 
against Dakota"s chest. Rubbing his nose, Dakota thanked 
Roman through touch for not running away. Placing the rifle 
back in the saddle case, he swung himself into the saddle 
and guided them toward home. Roman was definitely in a 
hurry, and Dakota let him have his head. 


The last of the light faded as they reached the barn. Dakota 
got Roman unsaddled and into the paddock before heading 
inside. Grace was waiting for him, looking very concerned. 
“Thank goodness you"re back. Your dad's fever is up and 
he's been restless. | was just about to call the doctor.” 


Dakota hurried into his father"s room, walking to his bedside 
and placing his hand on his forehead. “It"s not too bad,” He 
checked with the thermometer. “He's a little over ninety- 
nine.” 


Some of Grace"s anxiety seemed to fade. “He was almost 
101 


a half hour ago.” 


“That"s been happening. | should have told you. The 
antibiotics are helping, but the sore on his foot isn"t.” 
Dakota and the doctor had been trying everything they 
could, but they were just about out of options. “I"m afraid 
they may need to take it soon.” 


They both looked at his dad, sleeping comfortably now, 
oblivious. “I know he probably won"t even realize it"s gone, 
but it"s like losing a piece of him all over again.” 


Dakota swallowed and felt Grace"s hand slide into his. “Your 
dad and | went to school together. He was a few years 


ahead of me, and I had such a crush on him then. | even 
sent him a card once for Valentine"s Day.” 


“Grace, you're a wild woman,” Dakota teased, and she 
Slapped his shoulder and smiled. 

“I"m just saying | Know how you feel. He was always so 
strong and active.” 
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“I know, and the funny thing is, it"s getting harder to 
remember him that way—and | hate it, because | always 
want to remember him on Sadie, driving cattle or riding 
fence.” He fussed with the blankets before leaving the room 
and closing the door behind them. “There are times | wish 
for him to go.” A lump formed in his throat, and he 
swallowed around it. “And there are times my greatest fear 
is that I"ll wake up and he'll be gone and | won"t have been 
able to say good-bye.” Dakota waited for Grace but he 
didn"t know what he was waiting for. Did he expect her to 
have some words of wisdom? 


To his surprise, she said nothing. Instead, she motioned for 
him to come closer and kissed him on the cheek. “You"d 
have made one hell of a doctor.” He felt her hand gently cup 
his neck and then slip away. Dakota watched her leave with 
a grateful smile before going back into his father"s room to 
say good night. His dad was asleep when he entered, so he 
sat in the chair for a while. Being close to him made him feel 
better. 


The phone vibrated in his pocket, and Dakota said good 
night to his dad and left the room before answering the 
phone. “Hi, Phillip.” He found his voice brightening. 


“Hey, Cowboy, how's the ranch?” He couldn't help smiling 
at the use of his nickname from the cruise. Phillip had called 
every few weeks throughout the winter, and they"d formed 
a long-distance friendship that Dakota found meant a lot to 
him. Now, in his mind, there were two Phillips: the dark- 
haired spitfire he"d met on the cruise, and the friend he'd 
developed over the last few months. 


“It"s good. This is my favorite time of year. Everything"s 
greening up and we're moving cattle into the summer 
ranges. The guys are excited,” Dakota continued. “They"re 
sleeping on the range. It"s easier for them than coming in 
every night.” Dakota walked into the living room and settled 
on the couch. 


“Camping out sounds like fun. Are you with them?” 
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“No, I"m back at the house.” Dakota said, chuckling. 


“Somehow | just can"t picture you as a camping sort of guy.’ 


“PI have you know that I"ve been camping plenty.” Dakota 
waited as Phillip paused dramatically. “Does the backyard 
count?” 


Dakota found himself laughing heartily for the first time in 
days. “Sure it counts, except there"s one big difference. On 
the range, they don"t get to go inside to use the bathroom.” 


Phillip"s laughter joined his, adding, “Or run an extension 
cord for music and lights.” 


“Good God.” Dakota"s laughter increased, his sides starting 
to hurt. “And | suppose an electric blanket for those chilly 
nights?” 


Dakota quipped between breaths. 


“Of course. It got cold.” Phillip managed to sound serious for 
a second before bursting into laughter again. “God, | was a 
spoiled kid,” he added through his mirth. 


“So was I, but in a very different way. | had horses and | 
camped on the range with my dad. He'd tell me all kinds of 
stories by the campfire.” Dakota stopped himself because 
he could feel the worry beginning to creep in again. 


“How is your dad doing?” 


“He's better in some ways and worse in others. They 

started him on some new medication, and he seems more 
alert and he can actually speak a little better.” It had been 
wonderful when his dad had actually formed rough words for 
the first time in months. 


“That's really good.” 


“But he's also developed an infection in his leg that"s giving 
him fevers, and if we can"t get it under control, he may lose 
it.” 


Dakota felt some of his pain and conflict escape along with 
the words. “But what really worries me is that this is a 
symptom that his body"s starting to shut down.” 
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He heard a soft sigh come through the line. “You know I'"ll 
listen any time you want to talk.” 


Dakota paused. “I know that.” He truly did. “Maybe we could 
talk about something a little more fun.” He really needed to 
change the subject. Phillip seemed to understand and began 
telling him about some of the fun things he"d been doing. 
Dakota listened and laughed along with his friend, 
wondering what he'd been missing. 


As his father's disease progressed, Dakota"s world had 
contracted without him even realizing it. The ranch, the 
men, and his father were all he had. They were his world 
now, and it was all he seemed to have time or mental 
energy for. The one exception seemed to be Phillip"s phone 
calls. They pulled him away and into the world of Phillip"s 
friends, which made him laugh and forget everything for just 
a little while. 


“By the way, | wanted to ask you something.” Phillip"s 
change of subject pulled Dakota out of his own thoughts. “Is 
your invitation for a visit still open? I"m planning my 
vacation and was thinking about spending it in Wyoming.” 


“Of course. It"ll be nice to see you again.” 


“Great!” Phillip"s excitement shot through the connection, 
and Dakota couldn"t keep himself from grinning. “And don"t 
worry. | Know you aren't running a dude ranch or anything. 
I"Il pull my weight.” 


“I never thought you wouldn't.” Dakota sighed softy. “You 
need to know that I"m not out to many people here. A few 
people know and they"re respecting my privacy... and to tell 
you the truth, I"m not really sure how many men I"d have 
left if it became general knowledge. I"d like to think most of 
the hands would understand....” 


“| understand. Besides, | didn"t think this was going to be 
some sort of sex vacation anyway.” Dakota heard Phillip 
hesitate. 


“On the cruise, we had a great time and mind-blowing sex. 
But since then you"ve become a friend. Two things you 
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friends—fuck them or fuck them over. Having sex with a 
friend is the fastest way to do both at the same time.” 


Dakota didn"t know if he should be relieved or insulted. 
Phillip must have assumed that because he continued, “It's 
not that | wouldn't like having a go at you again, Cowboy, 
because | would. 


You"re one hot stud. But I think you need a friend a lot more 
that you need a quick fuck.” 


Dakota couldn"t argue with that. Over the past few months, 
he'd told Phillip things he"d never have told anyone else. 
Maybe it was easier to tell someone something when you 
didn"t have to look them in the eye. It just seemed easier, 
more detached, to tell things to someone over the phone, 
especially someone fifteen hundred miles away. He found 
himself looking forward to the company and tried to 
remember when he'd last spent time with friends. He could 
honestly say he really hadn"t since he left school. He didn"t 
consider the hands friends. Even though he"d known some 
of them for years, he was the boss. The exception was 
Bucky, who was more like family. 


“Okay. | think | can live with that.” 


“But if I"m wrong, just say so and I"Il ride you like a....” 


Phillip started to laugh. “Damn it! | can"t come up with a 
clever analogy that"s appropriate and original.” 


“You mean something like, you'll ride me like a ten-dollar 
hooker who got a whiff of a twenty?” Dakota retorted, and 
Phillip laughed. 


“I was thinking more along the lines of I"Il ride you like a 
bottom at a porno convention.” 


Dakota chuckled and said, “You"re sick, man.” 
“I"m not the one talking about hookers,” Phillip threw back. 


“That's like... ewww.” That reduced them both to laughter. 
“I should probably let you go.” 
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“Give me a call and let me know when you plan to come 
out. 


I"Il be here.” He wasn"t going anywhere soon and he knew 
it. 


“I"m thinking late June. Maybe stay on for the Fourth?” 


“That'd be great.” They said their good-byes and hung up, 
with Phillip promising to call when he had details. 


Lifting himself out of the chair, Dakota wandered outside 
into the cool night. He probably should have grabbed a coat, 
but what the hell. Standing on the porch, he heard the 
sounds of the night playing all around: a few hearty insects 
were already making themselves heard, the shuffle of a 
horse"s hoof, and the occasional snort or quiet whinny. No 


distress or fear, just the sounds of his home. And in the 
distance, a high-pitched cry, like a soloist rising above the 
orchestra, the voice carried on the wind. Dakota found 
himself listening for an encore, but there was none. 


Shivering slightly, he opened the door and walked back 
inside, the door banging closed behind him. Grabbing a 
blanket off the couch, he wrapped it around himself and 
returned to the porch, sitting in the porch swing, curling up 
and listening as his mind swirled. He loved it here, but he"d 
also loved medical school. He"d given it up to take care of 
his dad, and he"d do it again, but he couldn"t help 
wondering what it would be like if things were different. His 
goal had always been to finish school and return here. 


There weren"t enough doctors anyway. Instead, he"d 
returned to take care of his father, and in the process his 
own fear had allowed him to cut himself off from everything 
but the ranch. 


Dakota nodded his head slowly. Phillip coming was going to 
be a good thing. It was time he stopped hiding and started 
standing up for who he was. “I won"t be marching in any 
parades, but I"m not going to hide who | am any longer.” He 
said the words out loud and heard one of the horses whinny, 
then another high-pitched cry echoed over the range. “I"m 
glad you agree.” Dakota settled beneath the warmth and 
listened to the night, nearly falling asleep before finally 
getting up and going inside. 
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Turning off the lights as he walked through the house, he 
checked on his dad one last time before wandering to his 
room and putting himself to bed. Dawn came mighty early 


and there was still a lot of work to do in the morning. But for 
the first time in a while, he was going to do something for 
himself. 
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“ARE you Sure it"s okay for me to go along?” Wally asked as 
he paced a little nervously around the apartment. “I don"t 
want to impose or be a third wheel.” 


“I already told you, | called Dakota two weeks ago and he 
was fine with you coming.” Phillip got up from the sofa. “And 
Dakota and | had our fun on the cruise, but that was it.” 


“Yeah, right,” Wally scoffed as he went into the bedroom, 
with Phillip following right behind. “From what you've told 
me, he only gets away from this ranch of his for a week a 
year. | give it one night and he'll have you in his bed.” Wally 
kept packing, placing jeans, shirts, and underclothes in the 
suitcase. 


“I don't think so.” Phillip folded his arms over his chest as 
he leaned against the door frame. “Dakota needs friends 
most of all, especially gay ones, so don"t you dare think of 
backing out of this trip.” 


“I wasn't. See?” Wally closed the suitcase and placed it by 
the bedroom door. “Besides, this will be great practical 
experience with large animals. All | ever worked on at the 
clinic were dogs, cats, and the occasional exotic animal. I"m 
looking forward to working with horses and cattle.” 


“Why do you think | invited you along? | knew you'd get a 
lot out of it, and so would Dakota. I"m pretty sure he'll keep 
us both busy.” Phillip stood up properly. “Let"s get the last of 
your things in the car so we can get going.” 
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“We're leaving tonight?” Wally began looking around the 
room for anything he"d missed before double-checking the 
bathroom. “I thought you said we were leaving in the 
morning.” 


Wally grabbed his kit off the counter before returning to the 
bedroom and placing it on the suitcase. 


“It"s only four. We can make Lacrosse this evening.” Phillip 
picked up the suitcase and kit as Wally hunted around his 
closet for his boots and grabbed a jacket. “It"ll be less 
driving tomorrow. Is that the last of it?” 


“Yeah, | think so.” Wally looked around one last time, and 
Phillip huffed impatiently and then followed Wally out of his 
apartment and waited for him to lock the door before 
accompanying him to the elevator. “Do you need help 
getting your things loaded?” 


Wally asked. 


“Nope. My stuff is already in the car. All we need to do is 
load yours and we're ready to go.” The elevator doors 
parted and they got in, riding the car down to the lobby. 
Phillip"s car was parked right out in front of the building. “I"I 
pop the trunk.” Phillip set the suitcase near the car and 
walked around to the driver's side. The trunk opened and 
Wally looked inside. 


“You"ve got to be kidding. You couldn"t get anything else in 
there if you tried.” 


Phillip laughed and began rearranging his things, moving 
the cooler to the backseat. “See, there's plenty of room. 
Hand me your suitcase.” Phillip moved things around some 
more and got the bags in the trunk. After stowing the 
remainder in the back and shutting the trunk, both men got 
in the car and Phillip started the engine. 


“Let"s go, babycakes.” They shared a smile and Phillip 
punched the gas, joining the city traffic on their way to the 
highway. 


“Have you ever been out west?” Phillip asked as they got on 
the freeway a few minutes later, heading out of Milwaukee. 


33 
Andrew Grey 


“No. When I was a kid, we took a few trips east, but Dad was 
never big on vacations. We really couldn"t afford them. The 
only time we went anywhere was for a family wedding. | 
went on a few trips when I was an undergrad, but mostly 
I"ve stayed pretty close to home.” 


Wally had met Phillip when he was still an undergrad at 
Marquette. They'd lived in the same building and gotten to 


know one another, eventually becoming good friends. 
They'd drifted apart when Wally went to Madison for 
veterinary school. Once the class portion of his schooling 
was done, Wally had returned to Milwaukee for his residency 
and immediately contacted Phillip. There"d just happened to 
be a vacancy in his building, and they"d ended up as 
neighbors again, picking up their friendship as though 
they"d never been apart. 


“I think you told me your dad worked two full-time jobs.” 


“He did, and that didn"t give him much time off. A vacation 
for him was usually working only one job and catching up on 
his sleep.” Wally settled back in the seat. “Have you been 
out west before?” 


Phillip nodded slowly. “When | was about fourteen, we 
packed the family tent camper and spent two weeks 
traveling through Colorado, Nebraska, and South Dakota. So 
I"ve seen some of the places we'll drive through, but I"ve 
never been to Wyoming either.” 


“What kinds of places?” Wally"s excitement was palpable. 


“Tonight we'll stay in Lacrosse, and tomorrow we'll travel 
across Minnesota and South Dakota to Rapid City. If we get 
there early enough, we can probably visit Mount Rushmore, 
and then we'll drive across Wyoming to Dakota's ranch. It"s 
near Yellowstone and Grand Teton, so there"ll be plenty for 
us to do.” 


Wally practically bounced in his seat. “I know. I"ve been 
looking forward to visiting the parks.” Wally looked out the 
window as the scenery changed from urban to rural. “As a 
kid, | went 34 
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through a period where | wanted to be a park ranger, then a 
fireman, and eventually a veterinarian. | can"t wait to see all 
the animals.” 


“I bet you can't. | was watching that National Parks 
documentary on PBS, and it really should be something,” 
Phillip commented as he continued driving. 


Wally felt his excitement ramp up. “Me too. | wonder if I"Il 
get to hear wolves.” 


Phillip began laughing, and Wally found himself looking 
across the seat, wondering what the hell was so funny. 
“From what Dakota's told me, you"ll hear them and you 
might even see some. 


He"s been having a few problems with them lately.” 


Wally"s phone rang and he fished it out of his pocket. “Hi, 
Mom.” 


“| just called to see if you were all set for your trip.” 


“Lam. We left a little while ago.” Wally looked out the 
window to tell her where they were but decided it didn"t 
really matter anyway. “I"ll call you during the week.” 


“If you have time.” He could almost hear her smiling. “Just 
have fun and take lots of pictures.” That was his mom. 
She'd always been a homebody, never really wanting to 
travel much, but she loved seeing pictures. 


“| will, Mom. We should be home in about two weeks.” 


“I'll expect you and Phillip for dinner, then, and you can tell 
me everything.” Wally relayed the message to Phillip, who 


licked his lips and nodded vigorously. “Phillip"s already 
looking forward to dinner. I"Il talk to you soon.” 


“Okay, love you, Wally.” She hung up and Wally put his 
phone back in his pocket. 


“You have the best parents.” 
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“You"re just saying that because every time you visit, she 
tries to fatten you up by sending home one of her pies with 
you.” 


Phillip glanced over, looking all innocent. “It would be rude 
to refuse,” he said, before breaking into a smile. “Your mom 
loves you and shows it in the best way possible—through 
food.” 


They talked and drove for hours, the sun getting lower and 
lower in the sky. After stopping for dinner in Madison, they 
continued on, driving past the Wisconsin Dells, Baraboo, and 
finally approaching Lacrosse. The streetlights were coming 
on as they pulled into a hotel parking lot and climbed out of 
the car. “God, it feels good to walk around,” Wally 
commented as he pulled his suitcase out of the packed 
trunk, hoping everything else didn"t come flying out. 


Phillip scoffed lightly. “That was nothing. We've got six 
hundred miles tomorrow.” 


Wally stifled a groan. There was no use complaining; it was 
what it was. 


“The good thing is that Minnesota's speed limit is seventy 
and South Dakota's is seventy-five, So we can really move.” 
Phillip grabbed his case and slammed the trunk, carrying 
the cooler as well. 


Wally got them checked in, and they wandered down the 
hall to their room. “The pool closes in half an hour. We may 
as well use it.” 


They changed into bathing suits, grabbed towels, and 
followed the scent of chlorine to the pool. Wally slipped into 
the water and paddled around for a while before getting out 
and lowering himself into the whirlpool. “Now this is 
heaven,” he sighed to himself as the hot water enveloped 
him, pulling away the stress. Phillip slid in a few minutes 
later. 


“There"s something I"ve always wanted to ask you,” Wally 
said, and he looked around to make sure no one else could 
hear. 


“Gary said once that you and he slept together when he met 
you.” 


“Yeah, we did,” Phillip answered matter-of-factly. 
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“Why didn"t you ever make a move on me?” Wally spoke to 
the water as much as to Phillip. 


Phillip"s laughter was the last response he wanted or 
expected. 


“I did, you dummy. | thought you just weren"t interested. | 
realized later you were just too innocent to realize. I"m glad 
we didn't, actually.” 


Wally looked up from the water, feeling a little insulted, but 
he knew he shouldn't ask the question if he didn"t want to 
know the answer. “Am | that ugly?” 


Phillip"s laughter faded away. “God, no! You"re actually 
rather attractive, in a soends-way-too-much-time-in-the- 
library kind of way. We just became friends after that, and 
there's nothing quite as uncomfortable as seeing your 
friends naked. I"ve done it, and believe me, it"s hard to look 
them in the eye once you"ve seen their bits.” 


“I guess you"re right.” 


Phillip stood up and stepped out of the tub. “I"m going to 
head back. I"Il see you in the room.” Wally got out a few 
minutes later and returned as well, and after showering and 
drying off, fell into the bed. Phillip turned off the lights, and 
they both fell right to sleep. 


In the morning, they cleaned up, ate breakfast, checked out, 
and were on the road a little before seven. They crossed the 
Mississippi River into Minnesota and continued driving. 
There wasn"t much to see but flat prairie for miles and 
miles. For lunch, they grabbed burgers in Sioux Falls, filled 
the tank, and headed out again, with Wally driving. 


About an hour west, the sky began to darken, and Wally 
turned on the lights. “Jesus, it"s getting dark.” Streaks of 
lightning flashed to the ground on the horizon, and the sky 
got darker and more ominous. “Holy fuck!” Lightning 
flashed again, and Wally pointed to the horizon. “Did you 
see that?” he asked as he gripped the wheel again. 
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“Shit, yes!” Wally floored it as an overpass appeared ahead, 
driving for cover like a bat out of hell. Pulling off the 
highway, he parked behind another car. 


“What do we do?” 


Wally already had his door opened, the air crackling with 
energy against his skin, sounding like the low rumble of a 
huge freight train heading toward them. “Get under the 
bridge, right beneath the roadway, and hang on!” Wally 
Slammed the door and raced up the embankment, 
crouching down near one of the massive concrete supports 
next to the others already seeking shelter. Phillip crouched 
right next to him, and they held on as the rumble got closer 
and closer. Wally felt his ears start to pop as his heart raced 
and the wind blew around them. Clamping his eyes closed 
against the dust and dirt, he held on for dear life. A screech 
and the sound of grinding metal reached his ears and still 
he held on, feeling Phillip"s body pressing against him. 


The wind seemed to go on forever, and then the sound 
began to fade and the rumble passed by and began to 
lessen. Opening his eyes, Wally looked around. Everyone 
seemed okay. When he looked toward the roadway, he saw 
that the car that had been parked in front of them was 
gone. He continued looking and saw it in the ditch, two 
hundred feet ahead of where it had been. Their car was still 
parked by the side of the road, but it, too, had been moved 
a good fifty feet. 


“Is it okay?” Phillip asked from next to him. 


“Looks like it was just moved.” Uncurling themselves from 
under the bridge, they wandered down to the car. “It"s fine.” 
Not even a cracked window. Wally peered at the sky, which 
had lightened considerably. “What should we do?” Just then, 
the sky opened up and the rain came down in sheets. Wally 
made his way over to where everyone was standing. They 
all seemed okay, except for the couple whose car had been 
thrown in the ditch. Calls were 38 
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made, and by the time the rain let up, help was on the way. 
They climbed back into the car, and Wally pulled the 
driver's door closed. 


“That was fucking cool!” 
Phillip looked across the seat at him, shaking his head. 


“You're a sick man.” Then they both started to laugh, letting 
the panic and fear ease away before pulling back onto the 
highway. The path of the tornado was easy to spot. Houses 
and fields to the north of the highway were flattened for 
about two miles, and then everything looked normal. “Don't 
go too fast.” 


“| don"t intend—” Wally slammed on the brakes as an 
overturned semi appeared in the road. “Jesus.” Other cars 
had pulled off the road, and Wally crept slowly onto the 
shoulder and around the very back of the trailer before 
maneuvering back onto the highway. 


As they picked up speed, the sky began to lighten further, 
and the road opened up in front of them. Wally sped up, and 
the farther west they traveled, the lighter it got, until the 
first rays of the sun lit the road. Phillip began to chuckle. 


“I"ve seen a lot of things, but a pink road? This has to be the 
gayest place ever.” 


“What is it?” 


“The aggregate they used to pave the road must be pink, 
and it shows up when it rains.” 


“Well, Ill be damned, now I"ve seen everything.” Wally sped 
up and they began to make time again, the tires flying over 

the pink pavement. For entertainment, they began counting 
the signs for Wall Drug. 


A few hours later, the landscape changed dramatically. The 
prairie gave way to the badlands, an arid landscape of 
eroded, striated hills topped with the remnants of the 
prairie. “It"s beautiful,” 


Phillip commented with a sense of awe. 
“In a desolate sort of way, yeah.” 
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They talked about stopping, but decided to press on to 
Rapid City, arriving an hour later and finding a hotel. After 
that drive, all they wanted was to be out of the car fora 
while. “That was one hell of a trip,” Phillip commented as he 
stretched his back, standing in the hotel parking lot. 


“That's the understatement of the century.” Wally added, 
and they shared a smile before unloading their bags and 
walking into the hotel. After checking in, they ate an early 
dinner before driving the short distance to Mount Rushmore. 
After seeing the presidential heads in the twilight, they 


watched the lights come on, shining on the mountain, 
before heading back to the hotel and bed. 


AFTER the long haul and their adventure in South Dakota, 
the trip across Wyoming the next day was uneventful, and 
as they approached the western side of the state, Phillip 
called Dakota and followed his directions to the ranch. Wally 
turned into the drive and pulled up next to a huge truck in 
front of the house. The front door opened, and a tall man 
stepped out onto the porch. As Wally watched, the man took 
off his hat, and Wally heard a gasp, only to realize to his 
embarrassment that it had come from him. 


“Is that Dakota?” Wally found he was staring, but couldn"t 
help himself, and he barely heard the soft chuckle from the 
passenger seat. 


“Yeah, that"s him.” 


“He's huge.” Wally watched as Dakota descended the porch 
steps. Remembering himself, he unlatched the seat belt and 
heard Phillip open his door and get out of the car. Without 
moving, he saw Dakota and Phillip hug, and then he opened 
his door and stepped out of the car. He could definitely see 
what had attracted Phillip. 


Closing the car door, he approached the two men. “Dakota, 
this is Wally,” Phillip said. The huge man held out his hand 
and 40 
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Wally shook it, letting his eyes travel up to the strong face 
and friendly smile. 


“It"s nice to meet you. Thank you for allowing me to come,” 


Wally said formally as he tried to pull his attention away 
from Dakota. Wally forced himself to remember that, while 
Phillip had said there wasn"t anything between them 
anymore, that didn"t mean it would stay that way. 


“I"m glad to have you here.” Dakota released his hand and 
stepped back. “Come inside.” Wally followed Phillip through 
the door and couldn"t help himself from turning for another 
glance at Dakota. God, the man was handsome. Not that it 
really mattered— 


guys like Dakota never looked at him twice. 
“Have you had lunch?” Dakota asked. 


“Yes, thank you,” Wally answered, and he sat in one of the 
chairs, looking around the room. The house appeared 
comfortable, with large chairs and a huge television. The 
kitchen was off to the left and what looked like a hallway 
was to the right. 


“I know you've been on the road for days. Would you like to 
rest awhile?” 


Wally looked out the large front window to the paddock with 
a horse running in it, and to the mountains beyond. “I was 
wondering if | could meet the animals?” 


“Of course.” Dakota stood back up. “I"d be glad to show you 
around.” 


Phillip stood up as well. “If you"ll show me where our rooms 
are, I"I] get the car unloaded.” 


Dakota led them down the hall and opened two doors, each 
to a bright bedroom. “You can choose which one you"d like.” 
Dakota looked sheepishly between them. “If you'd like to 


share a room, that"s okay too, but most of my men don"t 
know I"m gay, SO....” 
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Phillip smiled. “Dakota, Wally and | aren"t lovers. We"re 
friends.” 


Wally noticed the relieved look on Dakota"s face and figured 
it wouldn"t matter which room Phillip chose, he"d probably 
end up sleeping with Dakota anyway. For a second, he felt a 
stab of jealousy that he knew he had no right or cause to 
feel. Turning away from the other men, he looked inside the 
first room. “This one looks nice.” 


“Then I"ll take this one.” Phillip went into the room across 
the hall. “You two go on, I"m going to unload the car.” 


“You sure?” Dakota asked, and Phillip smiled and followed 
them outside, stopping at the car. Wally followed Dakota to 
the paddock. 


“That"s Sadie. She"s getting on in years.” She walked over 
to Dakota, nudging his shirt. “She"s looking for a treat.” 
When she realized Dakota didn"t have anything for her, she 
wandered over to Wally and began sniffing around his 
pockets before bumping his chest. 


“You're quite a girl, aren"t you?” Wally stroked her neck 
gently. “Looks like she"s been well loved and cared for.” 
Wally ran his hands along her side. “What is she, about 
sixteen?” 


“Seventeen. She"s getting up there in years, but my dad 
loved her and she's great with kids. | still ride her, but not 


too often. In a year or so, she"ll get a permanent retirement 
in the north paddock.” 


Dakota smiled as he watched her nudge Wally"s chest 
again. “She likes you.” 


A truck pulled into the yard, and Wally saw a small pack of 
dogs race out of the barn to the truck and then race back to 
begin circling his legs. “What's all this?” He knelt down and 
was mobbed by the ragtag bunch. “Are they friendly?” 


“Goodness, yes.” The smallest, some sort of terrier mix, 
jumped into Wally"s arms and began licking his face. “The 
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giving you a bath is Max. The lab is Libby, and the boxer mix 
is Sparky.” At the mention of his name, Sparky made a lunge 
and knocked Wally on his butt before he, too, joined in the 
lovefest. 


Wally made the mistake of laughing and got a doggie 
tongue in his mouth, but didn"t really care too much as he 
handed out scratches behind ears and received lots of 
doggie love. 


“Mario,” Dakota called, and the man from the truck walked 
over. “This is Wally.” 


Wally tried to shake hands, but the wiggling, squirming dogs 
sort of got in the way. 


“Wally, this is Mario, my foreman.” Dakota started to laugh 
as Wally tried to get up, only to be jumped again by the 
dogs. 


Wally finally got to his feet and extended his hand. “It"s nice 
to meet you.” They shook hands quickly. 


“Boss, we had a few problems in the north range.” Mario 
turned his attention to Dakota, his face serious. 


“That wolf again?” Dakota"s smile faded and his voice 
darkened. “Did we lose anything?” 


“That's the strange thing. It was definitely him, but there's 
no sign that he tried to take down any of the herd. He just 
stood by the edge of the wooded area and watched until | 
took a shot at him.” 


“Maybe he wasn't hungry,” Wally spoke up, and he saw 
both men looking at him like he was from outer space. 
“Wolves don"t kill for sport. They kill because they"re 
hungry or to feed their mate or young, and they"re more 
likely to take down small game than a full-grown steer.” 
Wally was on a roll and hadn't realized his strong feelings 
had made him raise his voice. “And you took a shot at him?” 
Wally glared at the foreman and felt his anger build. 
“Excuse me.” 


Turning away, Wally walked back toward the house, 
muttering under his breath. He really wasn"t sure if they 
could hear him, but at the moment he didn"t care. “Great, if 
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something, just kill it and mount it on the wall. That'll take 
care of everything.” Wally opened the door and walked into 
the house, letting the screen bang behind him. 


As soon as he reached the living room, he stopped himself 
and flopped on the sofa. Jesus, he"d been here less than an 


hour and he'd insulted his host. 
“What's going on?” Phillip sat next to him. 


“I shot my mouth off and made an ass of myself.” Wally 
looked up and saw through the window that Dakota was on 
his way in and didn"t look happy. 
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“WHO in hell does he think he is?” Mario sputtered as 
Dakota watched Wally"s retreating backside head toward 
the house. He could hear the small man muttering under his 
breath. “I"ve heard of a Napoleon complex, but I"ve never 
actually seen one before.” 


Dakota turned back to Mario as the screen door closed. “l 
don"t know, but I intend to find out.” Dakota looked toward 
the front window and saw what he thought was Wally 
flopping down on the sofa. Walking toward the front door, he 
was ready to demand an explanation. He got halfway to the 
house before he made himself stop and take a few deep 
breaths. This man was his guest, and he needed to be 
treated as such. 


Now cooled off slightly, he walked the rest of the way to the 
front door and calmly pulled it open. Stepping into the living 
room, he glared at the man sitting on his sofa, but his anger 
vanished. Big blue eyes looked up at him from that small 
face ringed with short blond hair. What the hell was he 
going to do anyway—beat the man up, yell at him? Wally 
might weigh 110 pounds soaking wet, and his face would 
probably only reach Dakota"s chest if they stood close 
together. 


“I"m sorry. | shouldn"t have shot my mouth off like that. This 
is your ranch and I"m only a guest.” 


Damn and fuck, the man was adorable when he chewed on 
his lip that way, and Dakota lowered himself into a chair, 
watching Wally intently. 
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“The only excuse | can give is that | just graduated from 
veterinary school and I"ve spent the last three years of my 
life trying to heal animals, including ones that had been 
shot.” 


Dakota noticed that Phillip had quietly left the room. He 
found himself completely captivated by the small man 
sitting on his sofa. 


He seemed so earnest and sincere that Dakota couldn"t stay 
mad at him. Besides, the pups loved him, and so did Sadie, 
and that meant a lot. Dakota had always said that animals 
knew good people. 


“I can imagine how you must feel, but wolves take down 
calves every year. They"Il even take down a full-grown steer 


if they"re hungry enough and working as a pack. | have to 
protect the herd.” Dakota saw Wally"s huge eyes fill with 
sadness. “It"s just one of the facts of life that we have to 
deal with out here.” 


“I guess.” Wally blinked his eyes a few times and seemed to 
brighten. “It doesn"t mean | have to like it, but | understand 
it.” 


Damn, the little man wasn"t giving an inch if he could help 
it, and Dakota couldn"t help smiling. “You must be some 
vet.” 


“I just graduated and I"m really interested in working with 
larger animals. The only experience I"ve had with them is in 
a classroom setting, and | was hoping that | could meet up 
with your local veterinarian during this trip, to see what he 
does.” 


“Well, then, how about once you"re unpacked, we saddle up 
a couple and go for a ride.” Dakota stopped, realizing he 
might be putting the cart before the horse. “Can you ride?” 


Wally nodded. “Yes.” 


Dakota noticed a curious look on the small man's face, but 

nothing more appeared forthcoming. “Then meet me in the 

barn in half an hour, and grab Phillip as well.” Dakota got up 
and walked to the door, looking back at Wally, still fidgeting 
on the sofa. “Don"t worry about it, you were just expressing 
your opinion, and it was an honest one. There"s no harm or 
Shame in that.” 
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Dakota saw a nod and a ghost of a smile before he headed 
back to the barn. He found Mario inside, checking the stalls 
and instructing Kevin on what still needed to be done. 
“Sadie and Chestnut"s stalls need to be finished today. The 
others can wait until tomorrow.” Kevin hurried off, smiling at 
Dakota as he approached. 


“You get him set straight?” Mario asked. 
“We talked.” 


“If it were me, I"d have had his fruity butt off the ranch in 
two seconds.” 


Dakota glared at the man in surprise. Some of the guys 
made remarks like that, but he"d never heard them from 
Mario. Dakota held his tongue and turned to leave, taking 
two steps before turning back around and motioning Mario 
into the tack room, closing the door. “I don"t know what"s 
gotten into you, but | won"t have that kind of talk, not from 
the hands, and certainly not from you,” 


Dakota hissed between clenched teeth. 


Mario put his hands up in mock surrender. “What the hell 
has gotten into you?” 


“Mario.” Dakota"s stomach felt like a million grasshoppers 
had all started flying at the same time. “I"m gay, and | 
won't listen to that kind of crap any longer from anyone. 
I"ve listened to it from the men since | was a kid, and | 
won't stand for it any longer!” 


All those phone calls with Phillip over the last six months 
and all those conversations they"d had about being true to 
yourself had finally sunken into Dakota"s thick head. The 
longer he hid, the worse he was going to feel about himself. 


Dakota stepped back and waited to see how Mario was 
going to react, but one thing he knew, he wasn"t going to 
put up with that kind of talk at his home. His spirit felt 
lighter and he was prepared to find himself a new foreman if 
he had to. 


The reaction he got was the last one he expected: laughter. 
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“I"m not kidding, Mario. This isn"t a joke, and you"re really 
starting to piss me off.” Dakota"s temper was really starting 
to get the best of him. 


The chuckling from his foreman turned into a deep belly 
laugh. “I know it isn't.” It took the foreman a few minutes to 
get himself together while Dakota glared at him, about 
ready to take the first swing. 


“Then what the fuck"s so funny?” Was Mario making fun of 
him? Because if he was, Dakota was ready to kick his ass. 
He"d done it years before and he'd do it again. 


Mario locked eyes with him. “I"m gay too.” 


Dakota looked at his foreman, dumbfounded, and then burst 
into his own round of laughter. “We"re quite a pair.” He 
shook his head. “So what's with the fruit remark?” 


“Just covering up, | guess.” Mario looked ashamed. “Spent a 
lot of years trying to look like the other guys so nobody"d be 
suspicious.” 


Dakota nodded his agreement; he knew how that felt. “So 
what made you say something?” Then he heard footsteps 


outside the door. 


“We'll talk later.” Opening the door, he saw Wally wandering 
through the barn. “Hey, Wally, is Phillip coming?” 


“He said he"d be out in a few minutes.” Wally looked around 
the barn. “This is great. So, which horse should | ride?” 


“I was going to put you on Sadie. She seemed to like you.” 


Dakota saw the look on Wally"s face. “Don't be fooled—she 
may be older, but she's feisty and will buck off anyone she 
doesn't like.” 


“Where's her saddle? I"Il get her brushed and dressed,” 
Wally asked, obviously excited. 


“Everything's in the tack room, labeled by horse,” Dakota 
answered, and he motioned to the door. “Holler if you can"t 
find something, I"m going to get Barney saddled for Phillip.” 
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Dakota got to work but kept an ear out for Wally. He heard 
the barn door open and then the sound of hooves as Sadie 
was brought into the stall next to his. “So, how long has it 
been since you rode?” 


“About ten years,” Wally answered over the wall. “I rode 
dressage for three years until | was fourteen. Then my dad 
died. He worked himself to death with two full-time jobs. 
After that, Mom couldn"t afford the expenses and | had to 
give it up.” Dakota heard a load of regret in the small man"s 
voice. 


“Did you have your own horse?” Dakota began brushing the 
horse, his movements fluid and efficient with years of 
practice. 


“Yeah, but we couldn"t afford to keep him.” 


Damn. There was definite sorrow in the voice. Dakota 
couldn"t imagine being fourteen and having his horse sold. 
When he was that age, Denali had been his best friend. 
“That must have been hard.” 


He didn"t know what else to say. Finished with the brush, he 
began saddling the gentle chestnut gelding. 


“It was.” Dakota heard Wally grunt—he must have been 
lifting the saddle—followed by a small sigh. “But there 
wasn't any other choice. | know that now, but at fourteen, | 
just thought the world couldn"t get any more unfair. | lost 
my father and my best friend within a month.” 


Dakota finished tightening the girth, making sure Barney 
wasn"t holding his breath. The old rascal tended to do that. 
“I"m almost done here. Are you about set?” 


“Yeah.” Wally"s sweet voice floated over the wall again. 


“Would you check this out for me, though? I"m used to 
English saddles.” 


“Sure.” Dakota finished with Barney and walked to the next 
Stall. Wally stood near the door in his tight riding pants and 
shirt. 


Dakota watched as Wally turned around and showed him 
how tight the girth was, giving Dakota a spectacular view of 
a tight, small butt. 


Dakota looked down at his hands and figured each cheek 
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perfectly in each one of them. “Damn,” he muttered under 
his breath, and Wally whirled around quickly. 


“Is something wrong?” 


Dakota covered and walked to Sadie, checking the girth and 
the length of the stirrups. “Looks really good.” He meant the 
girth, but his mind flashed an image of that butt again. “Did 
she give you any trouble about the bit?” 


“No, does she usually?” 


“She can. Like | said, she may be old, but she's picky. She 
must like you.” 


Mario"s head poked over the wall. “That ornery thing won"t 
let me anywhere'"s near her. She let him dress her?” 


Dakota nodded. 
“I"m impressed.” 


Dakota smiled at his foreman, pleased at the way he'd let 
the earlier hubbub with Wally pass. 


“Where are you guys headed?” Mario asked. 


“I thought I"d take them to the east range. It"s an easy ride, 
and we can check out the fences at the same time.” 


The head disappeared, and then Dakota heard snickering 
from the other side of the wall. “Man, what the heck are you 
wearing?” 


Phillip"s voice floated into the stall. “Jeans.” 
Dakota looked at Wally, who shrugged and shook his head. 


Curious, they shut the stall door and walked around. By 
then, Mario was chuckling, and Dakota got one look at 
Phillip"s getup and started chuckling as well. “What are 
those?” 


“They're designer,” Phillip explained, clearly offended. The 
jeans had strategic rips in them and an appliqué of an eagle 
down one leg with sparkly accents that continued around to 
Phillip"s ass. 
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“You can't wear those on a horse.” Wally stepped forward, 
the only one of them who could talk. Dakota did his best to 
stop laughing and got himself under control. “You won"t be 
able to walk afterwards,” Wally continued. “Those things will 
dig into your legs and the saddle and rub you raw. Do you 
have anything plain?” 


Phillip shook his head, obviously feeling bad. “I have a pair 
you can borrow,” Mario offered. “I"Il be right back.” Dakota 

saw his foreman shaking his head as he walked away. Mario 
returned a few minutes later with an old pair of Wranglers. 

“Try these.” 


“Thanks.” Phillip toed off his boots and slipped off his pants 
right there in the barn. As he pulled on the jeans, Dakota 
noticed that Mario didn"t take his eyes off Phillip"s backside 
the entire time. 


Dakota couldn"t help wondering if his foreman had ever 
looked at him that way and pushed the thought from his 
mind with a silent chuckle. He really didn"t want to go there. 


“I have to go check on my dad. I"II be back in fifteen 
minutes, and we'll ride out.” Dakota walked out of the barn 
and through the yard. In the house, he walked to his 
father"s bedroom and found him asleep, the nurse sitting in 
the chair next to the bed. 


“He just fell back to sleep,” Grace said calmly. 
“I'll be gone for the next couple of hours.” 


“Then I"ll let him sleep for an hour or so and then get him 
up, bathed, and into his chair. He"ll want to meet your 
guests.” 


Dakota smiled. “Thank you, Grace. I"m sure he will.” Dakota 
looked at his father for a few minutes, watching him sleep, 
and couldn"t suppress a sigh. “I"ll see both of you in a few 
hours.” She nodded and he left the room, heading back to 
the barn. 


Mario had the three horses out front, and Dakota watched 
as Phillip somehow managed to mount Barney. It wasn"t 
pretty, but he eventually made it. Wally, as short as he was, 
mounted Sadie with grace and ease. Dakota mounted his 
own horse and led the way toward the east pasture. “Phillip, 
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walking. We"re not going to go very fast, and he"ll follow me 
anyway.” Dakota continued moving forward and Barney 
followed right behind, with Wally on Sadie bringing up the 


rear, and he smiled as he heard Wally giving Phillip a quick 
riding lesson. 


The three of them spent hours riding fence. It was nice 
being outdoors, and both Phillip and Wally seemed to have 
an enjoyable time. For most of the ride, Phillip and Wally 
jabbered back and forth, with Wally instructing Phillip on the 
basics of being on a horse and both of them commenting on 
the scenery, the two of them talking animatedly the entire 
time. Riding fence was usually a long, solitary walk, but with 
these two it was fun. Everything was new, and they pointed 
out the mountains and creeks, asking a myriad of questions 
about everything. Dakota found himself answering each and 
every one with a smile as they made a large circuit around 
two sides of the range. 


Dakota noticed that, as they continued moving, Phillip 
became more relaxed in the saddle and seemed to be 
picking up how to control the horse, at least ina 
rudimentary way. But it was Wally who impressed him. At 
one point, Dakota saw a weak spot in the fence. Pulling to a 
stop, he jumped off and examined the section, making a 
note to himself to get some of the men out here in the 
morning. “Do you want us to wait?” Wally asked. 


“No, I"Il catch up in a minute.” Wally smiled at him, and 
Dakota felt a flutter deep in his stomach that settled in his 
groin. 


Dakota couldn"t stop himself from watching as Wally got 
Sadie moving again. Damn, the man looked good in the 
saddle—back straight, butt undulating, legs gripping the 
horse. He found himself watching Phillip as well, but not in 
the same way. Something about Wally intrigued him. The 
man was small, almost petite, and yet he had energy and 
spunk. The biggest surprise for Dakota was that he no 


longer thought of Phillip that way. They"d spent plenty of 
time together on the cruise, but the passion they"d shared 
seemed confined to his memory. 
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Dakota continued watching until he remembered what he 
was supposed to be doing. Pulling the pliers from his back 
pocket, he mended the break temporarily and then 
remounted, urging his horse to a trot, catching up with the 
guys in a few minutes. 


“How are your legs?” Dakota asked as he approached the 
other two. They had to be hurting; neither of them was used 
to being in the saddle. 


“A little sore,” Phillip answered, with what looked like a 
happy smile. 


Dakota took that as a cue to head back and veered them off 
the path and back toward the house. It didn"t take long, and 
when they pulled up to the barn, Dakota dismounted and 
helped Phillip get off his horse. “You okay?” he asked when 
he saw Phillip walking stiffly. 


“I"m fine,” Phillip replied. “That was so much fun.” He 
sounded surprised, and from the grin on his face, Dakota 
figured it was a good surprise. Wally was walking a little 
stiffly as well but went right to work, leading Sadie into her 
Stall. 


Dakota helped Phillip get Barney situated, and once all the 
horses were unsaddled and put out to graze, Dakota led 
them to the house. 


Inside, he saw his dad in his chair, looking awake, his eyes 
bright with a touch of excitement. Grace said her good-byes. 


“Phillip Reardon and Wally Schumacher, this is my father, 
Jefferson. Dad, these are my friends, Phillip and Wally.” 
Dakota pointed to each of them as he made the 
introductions. Phillip said hello, but didn"t seem to know 
what to do; Wally stepped forward, gently lifting Dakota's 
dad"s hand and shaking it, just like he would with anyone 
else. 


“It"s a pleasure to meet you,” Wally said politely, and 
Dakota noticed a small movement, like the ghost of a smile, 
on his dad"s face. “Dakota took us riding fence.” Wally 
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Phillip followed suit. “I haven't been on a horse in years, but 
as soon as | settled in the saddle, it was like I"d never 
stopped riding. 


Everything just came right back to me.” 


Dakota brought beers for all of them, and Phillip and Wally 
related stories about their trip, including the close 
encounter with the tornado. Dakota reciprocated by telling 
them all about life on the ranch. 


To Dakota"s surprise, his dad stayed alert through dinner 
and well into the evening. “I need to put Dad to bed. 
There's television if you'd like, but we usually don"t stay up 
too late.” Dakota noticed that the guys were tiring and 
seemed ready to fall asleep where they sat. They said their 
good nights and disappeared into their rooms, and Dakota 
got his dad settled in bed. “"Night, Dad.” He touched his 
father's hand. “I love you.” 


Turning off the light, he went to his own room, showered, 
and got ready for bed. It had been a busy day, and 
tomorrow promised to be more of the same, but this time as 
he lay in his room, his mind filled with images of Wally: his 
eyes filled with righteous indignation, the laugh as he was 
mauled and kissed by the pups, how he looked in the 
saddle, and how he"d gone out of his way to make sure 
Dakota"s dad was included in their conversation, not just a 
bystander. Dakota had never had these kinds of thoughts 
before. 


He"d thought about men plenty, pretty much since he 
figured out what his dick was good for, but not like this. 
Rather than just wondering what it would be like to fill that 
little butt, his mind kept wandering to what it would be like 
to wake up next to him, what he smelled like, the little 
sounds he"d make. Remembering how his stomach had 
fluttered when Wally looked at him with those big blue eyes, 
Dakota released a breath and rolled onto his side, trying to 
get comfortable. It was only ten days, and then he could go 
back to the way things had always been. With that settled in 
his mind, he finally fell asleep. 


Movement in the still-dark house and soft noises woke 
Dakota from his light sleep. He never slept heavily, in case 
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him, but this was different. Getting up, he pulled on his robe 
and walked down the hallway toward soft, flickering light. In 
the living room, he saw Wally sitting on the sofa, his head 
resting against the arm, wearing only boxers and a T-shirt. 
His head snapped up as soon Dakota walked into the room. 
“Sorry if | woke you. | couldn"t sleep and thought watching 
television would help.” 


Dakota sat on the other end of the sofa. “I"m an extremely 
light sleeper.” 


Wally nodded slowly, stretching out his legs. “I Suppose 
you'd have to be. How long have you been taking care of 
your dad?” 


“Almost five years.” Dakota involuntarily looked in the 
direction of his dad"s room. “I"d do it all again if | had to.” 
Dakota would do anything for his dad. “Most people told me 
to put him in a home, but I just couldn't do that. He gave 
me a great life and he deserves to spend whatever time he 
has left with his family, not strangers.” 


“Can | ask something? If it"s too personal, just say so.” 
Dakota nodded slowly. 


“Does he know you"re gay?” Wally rested against the arm of 
the sofa. 


“No. | haven't told many people. Out here, it"s something 
best kept to yourself. | was going to tell him, but | didn"t, 
and it"s not fair to tell him now.” Dakota saw Wally cock his 
head in confusion. “He can"t really communicate very well, 
and while | know he understands most things, his life is now 
his room, this house, and the stories | tell him almost every 
day about what happened on the ranch. Maybe I"m being 
selfish, but | don"t want him to worry, and | know he would.” 


“Do you think he"d accept you?” 


“I"d like to think so. That's the thing | always come back to.’ 


Dakota found himself watching Wally intensely, looking for 
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sort of validation. “What if he doesn"t? It"s not as though we 
could discuss it or talk it over.” 


Wally must have seen his worry, because he took Dakota"s 
hand and held it, and Dakota felt a tingle through his body. 
“I do wish I|"d told him,” he continued. “It"s my one regret. 
We shared everything, and this was the one secret | kept 
from him. And now I need to continue keeping it from him. | 
know it sounds selfish and maybe it is....” 


Dakota saw Wally shaking his head, his face showing 
nothing but concern. “You have to do what you think is right, 
and | won"t second-guess you or judge you for it.” Dakota 
felt Wally"s hand slip from his and he missed the touch. 
Wally turned off the television and walked around the coffee 
table. 


It had been a long time since he"d been able to open up to 
anyone like this, and he suddenly felt very lonely. “Wally....” 
He stopped himself before he made a complete fool of 
himself. “Good night. I"Il see you in the morning.” 


“Good night.” 


Dakota could still hear the breathiness in Wally"s voice as 
his muffled footsteps padded down the hall and the 
bedroom door closed with a click. Getting up, Dakota walked 
through the dark house. Opening the door slightly, he 
peeked inside, checking on his sleeping dad before going to 
his own room. Climbing back into bed, Dakota fell into a 
fitful sleep. 
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WALLY cracked his eyes open, wondering where the voices 
were coming from. Focusing on the room around him, he 
remembered where he was and forced his mind to listen to 
the voices drifting in through the window. It sounded like 
Dakota"s men were already getting to work, and from the 
reddish glow through the curtains, the sun was barely up. 
Pushing back the covers, he got out of bed and made his 
way to the bathroom. After a quick cleanup, figuring he"d 
shower later, Wally yawned widely as he crossed back to the 
room he was using and began pulling on clean clothes. 


Reasonably dressed, he walked down the hall toward the 
scent of coffee. In the kitchen he found the pot all ready, but 
there was no sign of anyone else. Pouring himself a mug, he 
listened and heard soft voices coming from down the hall. 
Following them, Wally found himself outside what he 
assumed was Jefferson"s room. The door was partly open, 
and he heard Dakota talking softly to his dad. 


He couldn"t quite make out what he was saying and he 
really didn"t want to listen in, so Wally retraced his steps, 
sitting at the kitchen table, nursing his mug of heaven. 


“You"re up.” Wally jumped, half asleep again, as Dakota 
came into the kitchen. 


He lifted his gaze and got an eyeful. “I followed my nose.” 


Wally lifted his mug, not taking his eyes off Dakota"s wide 
back. 


The man was wearing a pair of jeans and that was all. They 
fit loose at his waist and Wally got a good look at how the 
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tapered to a narrow waist. Even from this angle, he could 
see the results of years of ranch work on Dakota"s body. 


Dakota poured himself a mug and joined him at the table. 


Wally lifted his mug to his lips to keep himself from gaping 
openly. 


Dakota"s skin was a warm brown from the sun, and his 
chest, covered with short black hair, bulged with muscles 
Shaped by hard work. Wally continued to sip at his coffee, 
using it as cover to follow the dark trail down Dakota"s 
stomach until it disappeared behind the table, but his 
imagination supplied images of the trail continuing until it 
disappeared behind the waistband of that lucky pair of 
jeans. “What are you doing today?” he asked. 


The question seemed to pull Dakota out of his thoughts. 
“The nurse should be here soon, and | need to mend the 
sections of fencing we found yesterday and check the rest 
of it.” Wally watched Dakota as he looked toward the hall. 
“You"re welcome to stay here and wait for Phillip if you like.” 
Dakota finished his coffee and stood up, treating Wally to a 
first-class view of his flat stomach before taking care of his 
mug. 


Wally chuckled nervously before recovering as best he 
could. 


“Are you kidding? He won't be up for hours.” Wally drained 
his cup and got up to put it in the sink. “If you could use the 
help....” 


“I won't say no to some help, or the company. Mending 
fences is usually boring, lonely work. I"Il meet you in the 
barn in ten.” 


Dakota left the room, and Wally watched his retreating 
backside, those buns swaying, the jeans rising and lowering 
on his hips. 


As if pulled by magic, Wally followed, held in the spell of the 
view until Dakota"s bedroom door closed behind him. 
Hurrying to his room, Wally finished dressing and went 
outside to the barn, bringing Sadie inside and getting her 
brushed down. A few minutes later, he heard footsteps and 
then whistling as Dakota worked in the next stall. 
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It didn"t take long before both horses were saddled, and 
Wally walked Sadie outside and mounted, waiting for 
Dakota. “Don"t you have a hat?” 


“No. | don"t have riding gear that fits anymore.” 


Dakota went back into the barn, returning a few minutes 
later carrying a brown cowboy hat that looked like it had 
seen a lot of use. 


“This was mine,” Dakota said, and Wally took the hat, 
looking over the worn band and soft felt. “My dad gave me 
that for my fifteenth birthday,” Dakota added as he swung 
his foot over Roman's back. 


Wally put the hat on, surprised at the near-perfect fit. 
“Thank you.” 


Dakota nodded and clicked his teeth. Roman began to walk, 
and Wally nudged Sadie forward, and the two of them 
started down the path. 


“It must have been great growing up here.” Wally urged 
Sadie forward to catch up with Dakota, and they rode 
abreast on the wide trail. “I mean, the mountains and 
streams and prairie remind me of 


„America the Beautiful": „purple mountain majesties above 
the fruited plains." It"s all right here in this place.” 


“Yeah, it was great.” Dakota pointed to the north. “There's a 
stream up there with a huge bend in it. When | was a kid, | 
used to swim there all the time. It"s a little cold, but when 
you"re a kid, you don"t care.” Dakota pointed a little further 
east. “In those woods, we used to build forts and play, of all 
things, cowboys and Indians.” 


“I bet you made an impressive cowboy even then.” Wally 
turned and saw Dakota"s shining eyes beneath the buff- 
colored hat, with wisps of jet black hair jutting out from 
beneath. 


“I was always one of the Indians, and in our games, both 
sides often won. And | loved building teepees.” Dakota 
smiled across at him. “Looking back on it, | should have 
known that, for me, the 59 
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games were more about the costumes than the battles.” 
Dakota"s laugh was deep, the skin around his eyes crinkling. 
“And on the other side of the woods, there"s a small cabin, 
built decades ago. 


That"s where we'd go to make out.” 


“Is it still there?” Wally asked sheepishly. He knew he was 
being more than a little devilish. 


“Uh-huh.” Dakota"s voice got deep and rumbled slightly in 
his chest, his eyes questioning Wally for just a second. 


Wally had seen that same look when Dakota had said good 
night, and he wondered what it meant. Last night, fora 
second, he"d thought Dakota was going to ask him 
something before changing his mind. And now that same 
look was back, and it confused Wally just as much. 
Whatever it was, Wally was certain it didn"t mean that 
Dakota was interested in taking him to the cabin. The idea 
obviously appealed to him, though, as his pants got a little 
tighter. Wally took a deep, calming breath, reminding 
himself that guys like Dakota weren't interested in guys like 
him, and if they were, it was because he was a novelty and 
nothing more. Looking back at Dakota, the suggestive look 
had faded, replaced with a warm smile and soft eyes, which 
was equally confusing. 


“I"m sure Phillip would get a kick out of visiting it with you.” 
Dakota"s smile faded slightly. “Phillip and | are friends now. 


We had fun last fall, but since then, he"s been a good friend, 
someone | can talk to.” Wally watched Dakota swallow hard 


and his gaze turn forward again. “Who said | wanted to go 
there with him?” 


Wally watched as Dakota urged his horse to a trot, pulling in 
front of him. He couldn"t mean him. Wally urged Sadie to a 
trot as well, following behind Dakota, wondering the entire 
time if he could dare let himself believe, even for a second, 
that the handsome cowboy might have some interest in 
him. 


Trotting for a while, they approached the first weak spot in 
the fence. Sitting nearby was a roll of wire for the repairs. “l 
had the guys bring it out first thing this morning,” Dakota 
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off his horse and began fumbling in his saddle bags. “You'll 
need these.” Wally dismounted and took the offered pair of 
gloves. 


Slipping them on, he lowered his hands and the gloves 
nearly fell off again. They were too big, but they were better 
than getting poked by the barbs. “Thanks.” 


Dakota got out the rest of the tools and began to carefully 
unroll the wire. “We'll have to restring this entire section so 
it"s strong enough.” Dakota attached the end of the wire to 
the steel fence post and then held the bale away from his 
body, slowly unrolling it along the fence line. “I"Il unroll it if 
you'll attach it to the posts.” 


“What about the old wire?” 


“We'll cut it off when we"re done.” Dakota was all business. 


Gone was the smile and easy camaraderie they"d shared on 
the ride out, and Wally knew it was his fault, but he didn"t 
know what to say to fix it. Pushing those thoughts aside for 
now, he concentrated on the task at hand, taking the pliers 
from Dakota and beginning the process of attaching the 
wire. 


For the next hour, their only conversation revolved around 
their task. Once the last of the new wire had been strung, 
Dakota got a pair of snips and began to cut away the old. “I 
always hated this job when I was a kid, but now it"s not so 
bad.” 


Wally watched as Dakota snipped a long piece of the wire 
and then gingerly picked it up and rolled it into a circle, 
placing it with the rest. 


“As long as we don't get bit.” Dakota jumped back as a bit 
of wire curled away from the post after he snipped it. 


Wally used his gloved hand to snag the wire before it could 
swing back. “What did you mean earlier?” 


Dakota had been reaching for the wire but stopped his hand 
without responding, and Wally watched the cowboy'"s 
expression firm and then soften slightly in what looked like 
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confusion. Dakota lightly tugged on the wire, and Wally let 
go, watching as Dakota set it safely on the ground. The 
Snips joined the wire, and Dakota stepped closer. Gloves hit 
the grass as Dakota"s eyes locked on his. Wally"s stomach 
fluttered as he became convinced that Dakota was going to 
kiss him. He could see the big man"s eyes burning, and the 
flutters morphed into a full-fledged ache. Dakota's lips 


parted, tongue slinking along them as he came closer, head 
tilting just enough. Wally felt his eyes slide closed, expecting 
the firm touch on his lips any second. 


But nothing came, and after a few seconds he opened his 
eyes again, already feeling the heat rise to his cheeks in 
flustered embarrassment. Dakota stood still, and Wally 
followed his rigid gaze to the edge of the range. He stopped, 
too, unable to believe his eyes or to move. A huge gray wolf 
stood near the trees, half blending into the shadows. Wally 
stared at it, afraid to blink or it would disappear, and he got 
the distinct impression that the wolf was staring right back. 
He could almost feel the animal's gaze. 


The wolf took a few steps forward, and Wally felt his heart 
race as the sun illuminated its coat. Movement out of the 
corner of his eye shifted Wally"s gaze, and he heard a 
Sliding sound and a soft click. Turning toward Dakota, he 
saw him lift his rifle to his shoulder. Wally"s heart began 
beating in his ears as he turned back to the wolf. Clamping 
his eyes closed, Wally stiffened his body for the inevitable 
blast. He just couldn"t bear to see Dakota shoot the 
impressively magnificent creature. “Dakota, please,” was all 
he could murmur over the thumping that pounded in his 
ears. 


No blast came, and it took him a few seconds to realize one 
wasn't coming. Opening his eyes, he saw Dakota silently 
Slide the rifle back into the saddle case and start gathering 
up the tools. 


Turning back toward the trees, he saw that the wolf was 
gone. He turned to Dakota and saw him packing up the last 
of his things. 


“Thank you.” 


Dakota nodded, and Wally caught a glimpse of his face, but 
his expression was hard and unreadable. With everything 
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up, Dakota swung back into the saddle. Wally thought he 
was going to leave him, but Dakota stopped and waited 
until Wally mounted, and then they continued on down the 
line. 


At the next area of fence, they repeated the process, except 
this time Dakota would barely look at him, let alone talk to 
him. Wally didn"t know what to do. It had really looked as 
though Dakota was going to kiss him, and now he wouldn"t 
even talk to him. Wally thought about apologizing, but he 
didn"t know what to apologize for—asking Dakota not to 
shoot the wolf? Clamping the wire onto the posts, he 
watched Dakota"s eyes, wondering what was going on 
behind them. “I"m sorry.” He didn"t know what else to Say. 


Dakota stopped what he was doing. “Nothing to apologize 
for.” 


“Then why did you stop talking to me? | thought....” Wally 
looked away. “Maybe | was wrong.” Wally returned to work, 
finishing with the post and moving toward the next one. 


“Wally.” He turned around and saw Dakota standing right 
behind him, felt fingers slide under his chin. “You weren"t 
wrong.” 


Wally felt his breath catch as Dakota's lips slid over his. He 
stood still and let Dakota kiss him before sliding his arms 
around Dakota's neck to steady himself against the much 
bigger man. Then his lips pulled away, and Wally groaned 
softly as he set his feet flat on the ground again. 


“I"m glad | wasn"t wrong”—Wally rubbed his lips with a 
finger—“but why the silent treatment? | thought you were 
mad at me.” 


Dakota shook his head slowly. “I didn"t mean to. I"ve just 
got some things | need to work through.” 


“Do you want to talk about it? I"Il listen, | promise.” Wally 
moved closer, hoping for another kiss. 


“Not yet.” Dakota started looking anywhere but at Wally. 
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“Okay.” Wally picked up the pliers again from where he"d 
dropped them just before Dakota kissed him. “Do you want 
to finish this or can we smooch some more?” 


Dakota laughed and leaned toward Wally, kissing him again. 


“We should get this finished before it gets too hot out here.” 
Wally noticed that Dakota didn"t move away. “We really 
should.” 


“Then let"s get this done. Phillip will probably be up soon, 
and I think we need some breakfast.” They got to work, but 
things had changed. They were definitely lighter, although 
Wally got the distinct impression that Dakota did have 
things he needed to work through. From what Dakota had 
told him, Wally figured that while Dakota had sex with men, 
he'd most likely never truly come to terms with being gay, 
and that could be hard for most people under ideal 
conditions, let alone on a ranch in Wyoming. “And | meant 
what | said—I"m willing to listen.” Wally began attaching the 
wire to the posts again. “You"re not alone.” 


Dakota began to chuckle. “I"m finding that out.” 


“What's so funny?” Wally twisted the wire around the 
fastener and then moved to the next post. 


“I came out to Mario, and he told me he was gay too.” 


“Well, duh.” Wally shook his head and rolled his eyes. “l 
knew that as soon as | caught him checking out Phillip"s 
butt. | mean, straight men do not go around with their eyes 
glued to another man's ass.” 


“Are we that obvious?” Dakota began looking around 
involuntarily. 


“No.” Wally chuckled and went back to work. “Geez.” Wally 
finished the last post, and Dakota cut the wire. 


“Let's get back. I"Il have one of the guys pick up the rest of 
the stuff with the truck.” Dakota put the tools in his bag, 
and they mounted. This time they rode side by side, talking 
easily until they came close to the ranch house. Riding to 
the stables, they 64 
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dismounted and unsaddled their mounts before letting them 
loose in the paddock and heading in to eat. 


Phillip was up and had already started making breakfast by 
the time they entered the kitchen. “I may not be able to ride 
well, but a friend taught me to cook, and | did promise to 
pull my weight.” 


“So you did.” Dakota smiled as he slipped into a chair next 
to Bucky, who was already digging in. Wally sat down and 
his chair chirped against the floor as Dakota dragged it 


closer. Wally wasn"t sure what to think but chose to smile 
and noticed Phillip"s smirk as he brought them each a plate 
before retrieving one of his own. 


“This is great!” Bucky mumbled, his mouth half full as he 
got up for seconds. “Sure beats our cooking, laddie.” 


“That it does.” There was a smile on Dakota's lips, but his 
eyes said something completely different. There was 
definitely something bothering him, and Wally found himself 
concerned about Dakota. Reading between the lines, Wally 
knew that there was something worrying the man, but he 
wasn't ready to talk about it, at least not to him. Not that 
Wally was particularly surprised. They'd only kissed a few 
times and had known each other for a day. 


Granted, he liked Dakota. Hell, he was incredibly attracted 
to the man. When Dakota was around him, something just 
felt right. 


Dakota finished his breakfast and said, “Thanks, Phillip. That 
was really great.” Getting up, he put his dishes in the sink. 
“Did you two have things you wanted to see while you"re 
here?” 


Phillip slowly pushed back his plate. “We'd like to see 
Yellowstone and Grand Teton. | want to see the geysers, and 
| Know the trip won"t be complete for Wally unless he gets 
to see bears, buffalo, and maybe a wolf.” 


Wally looked at Dakota, but his face betrayed nothing. 


“I"ve got some things to do today and tomorrow, but 
Tuesday I"Il take you up to Yellowstone for the day, and we 
can go to Grand Teton a little later in the week or early next 
week.” Wally nodded 65 
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excitedly. “I"ve got to check on Dad and then ride to the 
north range.” 


“I have to go into town,” Bucky said, looking at Phillip. 
“Would you like to go along?” 
“Sure. l"d like to look around a little.” 


“Then we'll leave in ten minutes.” Bucky pushed back his 
chair and ambled through the house to his room, with Phillip 
following behind. 


“II be out in a few minutes.” 
“Are we going to ride?” Wally asked hopefully. 


“Not this time. The truck will be faster and easier in the heat 
of the day.” 


“WII be ready when you are.” Wally watched Dakota"s 
backside as he walked down the hall and out of sight. 


Wally washed the dishes and set them to drain, figuring he 
could help out while he waited. Walking into the living room, 
he sat on the sofa and turned on the television, letting the 
images flash on the screen but not really watching them. 


After a while, Dakota joined him. “You ready?” Wally turned 
off the idiot box and followed Dakota out to his truck. 


They were greeted by the dogs, hurrying out of the barn for 
scratches and attention. “Hey, Max, you okay?” The small 
dog was favoring his front paw. “Can | see it?” Wally lifted 
the dog and carefully examined the paw. “Looks like you 
picked up a burr. No wonder it hurts.” Wally walked into the 


barn carrying the dog, who was obviously milking the 
attention. “I need to cut it out,” he said to Dakota as he 
handed him the dog and went back outside, popping the 
trunk of Phillip"s car and pulling out a bag before returning. 


“This won"t take long, Max, | promise.” Taking a pair of 
scissors, he carefully cut away the burr a few tangled hairs 
at a time. “There.” 
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Max kissed him and ran around as soon as Wally set him on 
his feet. Wally packed his things away and watched the 
dog"s wagging tail with a smile before returning his 
attention to Dakota. 


“Is your dad okay?” They moved toward the truck. 


“Yeah. The nurse is there, but | like to make sure | see him 
during the day.” 


Wally climbed into the huge vehicle, setting his bag on the 
seat and pulling hard to close the heavy door as the engine 
roared to life with a deep, heavy growl. 


“I was watching the news on television and they showed a 
story about calves being killed.” Wally swallowed hard. “l 
think I"m starting to understand what you did earlier today 
when you didn't shoot the wolf.” Dakota looked at him, but 
didn"t respond. “What | don"t understand is why you didn't 
take the shot anyway.” 


Dakota turned onto the road and the whir of the engine 
drowned out any conversation. Ten minutes later, Dakota 
pulled off the road and stopped, turning off the engine. 


Wally undid his seatbelt, but instead of getting out, slid 
closer to Dakota. “Thank you for what you did.” He knelt on 
the seat, taking Dakota's cheeks in his hands and kissing 
the man, hard. When Dakota's lips parted, Wally took it as 
an invitation and let his tongue explore. Dakota tasted good 
—like, really good—and the low rumble in the man's chest 
went right through Wally. “I think I"m beginning to 
understand how much it meant,” Wally added, resting 
against Dakota's strong chest. 


Another vehicle coming down the road forced them apart. 


While Wally didn"t care who saw them, he knew that Dakota 
needed to be careful. As he pulled away, he saw Dakota"s 
chest rising and falling with each deep breath, and Wally 
smiled, knowing he"d had that much of an effect on him. 


“I hate to break this up,” Dakota whispered. The truck 
passed, and Dakota began kissing him again. “But there are 
things we need to check on.” 
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Wally nodded with a smile and opened his door, getting out 
of the truck. “Where are they?” he asked as he walked 
around the truck. 


“Probably down by the watering hole.” Dakota pointed to 
the far corner before parting the wire and shimmying 
through. He held it for Wally, and then they walked together 
across the rangeland. “It"s not too far, but watch out for cow 
pats.” 


Wally heard them before he saw the herd, gathered around 
the water, their low moos traveling on the breeze. Cresting 


the slight rise, Wally got a look at the huge beasts. “Good 
God.” 


“Don't get too close. We just need to make sure they"re 
Okay.” 


Wally watched as Dakota scanned the herd. He appeared to 
be looking over each one before moving on the next. “They 
look okay.” 


“What about that one?” Wally pointed to what looked like a 
steer away from the rest of the herd. 


Dakota shifted his gaze. “He looks okay.” 


Wally watched the big beast walk, his legs looking a little 
Shaky. “I don"t think so.” Wally stepped forward for a closer 
look. 


“He looks wobbly to me.” They moved around for a better 
look. 


“He's injured.” Wally pointed toward his rear flank. “That 
looks like blood. No wonder the others are staying away.” 


Wally turned around and saw Dakota running back toward 
the truck. “I"ll get the kit and be right back,” Dakota called 
over his shoulder. 


Wally watched the injured steer until Dakota returned, and 
then they approached, slowly. The big guy didn"t move 
around much, and Wally moved toward him carefully. He 
couldn"t get too close, but he could see what looked like 
deep scratches. The blood appeared to be dried. “I'd like to 
give him a shot of antibiotics if | can, just to ease the threat 
of infection. He doesn"t appear to be bleeding anymore,” 


Wally said as he studied the wounds as best he could from a 
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stomach. Had the wolf he"d stopped Dakota from shooting 
done this? He couldn"t look at Dakota, afraid of what he 
might see on the rancher's face. Stealing a glance, he saw 
nothing but concentration on the task at hand. 


Dakota got out a large syringe, and with a deft movement 
injected the beast and backed away before the steer even 
knew what had happened. “Sometimes they cut themselves 
on the wire if they get too close. That"s part of the reason 
we check.” They moved away, keeping the herd in sight for 
a safe distance. Eventually, they turned and hurried back to 
the truck. “You have a good eye. | probably would have 
missed that.” 


Wally was pleased he'd helped but worried too. He wasn"t 
sure he agreed that the steer had been injured by the wire— 
the scratches looked like possible claw marks to him. If they 
were, maybe Dakota had lost his chance to rid his herd of 
the threat because of him and his sensibilities. Wally sure as 
hell hoped not. 


69 


stl a 
Ca ev 
Fd a 


Andrew Grey 


Chapter 6 


DAKOTA found himself wandering the house long after 
everyone else had gone to bed. His mind just wouldn"t 
settle, and he sat on the sofa in the darkness, the only light 
coming from the clock on the DVD player. He'd already 
checked on his dad a number of times, and he wished he 
could talk to him. Growing up, his dad was always the 
person he could ask anything, and he wished he could have 
that again. 


Grabbing one of the pillows, he settled his head against the 
arm of the sofa. Wally had asked him why he hadn"t shot 
the wolf, and he'd taken the coward"s way out, telling him 
he wasn't sure. 


He'd seen the look on Wally"s face as he was about to pull 
the trigger and he just couldn"t do it. Wally"s eyes clamped 
shut; the fear and disappointment were just too much for 
him. Then he'd kissed Wally, and all reason had flown out of 
his head. 


“Are you Okay?” Dakota looked up and saw Wally standing in 
the doorway, looking as cutely handsome as anything he"d 
ever seen. “I heard you pacing and wanted to make sure 
you were all right.” Wally stepped closer and the 
temperature in the room immediately ramped up ten 
degrees. Dakota could see the outline of sleep-tousled hair, 
big blue eyes, and narrow hips with only a pair of boxers 
clinging to them. 


“I"m fine. | was just thinking,” Dakota replied as Wally got 
closer and closer, and something seemed to suck all the air 
out of the room. 
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“I know. Me too.” Wally stopped moving, standing just in 
front of him. 


“What were you thinking about?” 


“You.” Wally came closer, and Dakota"s hands moved 
almost of their own accord, wrapping around Wally's waist, 
tugging him closer and running up along the smaller man's 
back. “I know what you did for me today and | don"t know 
how to thank you.” 


Dakota"s hands stilled. “If you"re doing this to thank me....” 


“I"m not,” Wally whispered, his lips close enough that 
Dakota could feel their heat. “I"m doing it because my brain 
short-circuited when you kissed me, and | wanted to know if 
you felt the same thing.” 


Wally made the first move, clamping their lips together in a 
searing kiss that left Dakota breathless. His head began to 
throb, his heart raced, and his hands tingled as they glided 
over Wally's skin. 


“So, do you?” 


Dakota realized he couldn"t speak, so he brought their lips 
together again and let his kiss do the talking. He did feel it, 
without a doubt, but he didn"t know what it meant and he 

hated not knowing. 


He felt Wally press closer to him and then he tumbled 
backward, lying on the cushions with Wally on top of him, 
squirming and kissing as a hand slid under his T-shirt. “Oh 
fuck!” Wherever Wally touched him, his skin came alive, like 
it had been waiting for his touch. 


In the past, during sex, he"d rarely allowed anyone to 
control the situation. He"d always maintained complete 
control—it made him feel safe and secure. But with Wally, 
he found himself relinquishing it, willingly and without a 
second thought. And the amazing thing was, he was more 
excited and turned on than he could ever remember being, 
and all Wally had done was kiss him and touch his chest and 
stomach. “Kota,” Wally sighed softly as he pulled away from 
his lips. “I shouldn"t be doing this.” 
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“Why not?” This was all Dakota could ever have wanted—at 
least all he usually ever wanted. 


Wally stilled, and Dakota opened his eyes, finding those 
magnificent orbs looking deeply into his. “I can"t do this and 
not have it mean something. | know what you and Phillip did 
on the cruise was fun and nothing more, but | can"t be that. 
| can"t do that. 


And I"m afraid that's all you can do right now.” 


Dakota felt Wally"s head rest against his shoulder as he 
stilled on top of him, the warmth of the man"s body 
combining with his own. He thought he was going to go 
crazy. His cock felt as though it was going to rip through his 
boxers to get to Wally. He took a breath, ready with the 
usual bullshit lines he always used, but he couldn"t say 
them, not this time. “I don"t know what I can do right now.” 
Dakota clamped his eyes closed as his honest feelings 
crossed his lips. “But I think | need to find out.” 


“That's a start, Kota,” Wally murmured, and Dakota felt him 
Slip off his body and saw him standing near the sofa. “I 


should go back to bed. | don"t want to tease you.” 


“Stay here.” Dakota held up a finger as he swung his feet to 
the floor and got up, racing to his room. Grabbing a blanket 
and pillow, he walked back to the sofa and laid down, 
tugging Wally along with him. Their lips met again, but this 
time the kiss was much slower, deeper, their animalistic 
desire held in check by his uncertainties and what he knew 
was a deeper feeling for Wally than he'd felt for anyone 
else. “I won"t hurt you if | can help it.” As the words tumbled 
out, almost like a prayer, he realized he"d said them as 
much as reassurance to himself as to Wally. 


“I know.” He again felt Wally"s hair against his shoulder as 
the smaller man used him as a pillow, with the rest of his 
body draped over Dakota's. Reaching for the blanket, 
Dakota drew it over their feet and legs. For years, he"d 
spent his nights barely sleeping. 


He'd always told himself it was because he needed to hear 
his dad in the night. But as Wally"s breathing evened out, he 
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falling into a deep, contented sleep as Wally"s hands slid 
under his shirt, moving slowly over his skin, and he did the 
same, caressing the smaller man's back until a deep, restful 
sleep claimed him completely for the first time in months. 


Dakota woke a few hours later, the room still dark and 
Wally"s soft breathing filling his ears, warm, smooth skin 
pressed to his. 


Dakota didn"t want to move, but he also didn"t want his 
men seeing Wally and him sleeping together. They weren't 
ready for that, and Dakota knew he sure as hell wasn'"t. 


Besides, what he felt for Wally was his business and no one 
else's. 


Slowly swinging his legs over the side of the sofa, he gently 
shifted Wally and stood up. He smiled when Wally'"s legs 
wrapped around him, and Dakota held him like he"d hold a 
child, except Wally definitely wasn't a kid. He might be pint- 
sized, but the hard, insistent erection that pressed against 
Dakota"s stomach communicated that Wally was all man. 


Glancing down as he slowly walked toward his bedroom, 
Dakota saw that Wally"s eyes were still closed. 


“What"s happening?” Wally murmured without opening his 
eyes. 


“I"m just taking you to bed.” With one hand under Wally"s 
butt and the other on his back, Dakota rubbed gently as he 
sat on the bed and reclined onto the sheets, sliding Wally 
next to him. The smaller man cuddled right up to him, and 
Dakota pulled a sheet over them and fell back to sleep, 
holding Wally close. 


The next thing he knew, light was streaming through the 
windows, waking him from a deep, satisfying sleep to the 
sight of Wally"s eyes and a bright smile shining down at 
him. “Morning,” 


Dakota said softly as he stretched. As he relaxed, he slid an 
arm around Wally"s back. 


“Hey.” Wally leaned down and kissed him softly. “When did 
we move in here?” 
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“Middle of the night.” A light chuckle escaped as Dakota 
explained. “I carried you in. But now I"m afraid we need to 
get up. 


I"m expecting Dr. Hastings. He"s going to look at the steer 
from yesterday and check on the horses. | told him about 
you, and he said he'd be thrilled to have you join him for 
the day.” Dakota hadn"t thought Wally"s smile could 
brighten, but it did, and that went right to his heart. That 
he"d made Wally that happy warmed his heart. 


“Thank you.” Wally gave him a kiss and then another before 
jumping off the bed and bounding toward the door. He 
stopped, rushed back, and kissed him again. Then Wally was 
gone, the door closing behind him, followed by quick steps 
in the hall. Dakota couldn"t have suppressed a smile if he'd 
tried. Getting up, he walked to his bathroom and cleaned 
up. As he finished getting dressed, he heard a knock and 
walked to the front door. Wally was already there with the 
door open, introducing himself to the local veterinarian. 


Dakota thought for a second that Wally was going to shake 
the older man"s arm off in his excitement. 


“It"s great to meet someone with such enthusiasm.” The vet 
laughed as he stepped inside and looked at Dakota. “You 
told me about the steer and horses yesterday. Is there 
anything else?” 


“No. Wally was with me yesterday, so he can show you the 
steer and describe what we saw, and you're already familiar 
with the horses.” Dakota watched as Wally practically 
bounced around the room. Dakota began to laugh softly. 
“You'd better get going before Wally puts holes in my 
ceiling.” 


Wally laughed at himself and followed the vet out of the 
house, the screen door banging behind him. Watching them 
leave, Dakota slipped on his shoes and walked to the barn. 
All the men were gathered for their weekly opportunity to 
touch base. Taking care of his dad normally took a lot of 
Dakota's time, and while he worked on the ranch every day, 
he found that he didn"t have the time he'd like to work with 
all the men, so he'd set up this weekly get-together years 
ago to stay in touch with them. “Morning,” 


Dakota called as he walked into the barn. 
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“Morning!” a chorus of sleep-roughened voices rasped back, 
and Dakota noticed that a few of the men didn"t meet his 
gaze. 


Dakota looked to Mario, who shrugged back at him. 


“What's going on, guys?” These were hardworking men who 
spent their weeks on the ranch, going into town one or two 
nights a week. Most lived on the ranch in the bunkhouse, 
and they usually spoke their minds. “Just say it.” 


Kirk, one of the older men, cleared his throat. “We see 
you've got guests, and it"s not our place to question how 
you run the ranch or who you want to be friends with.” He 
looked around at the other men for support. 


“What is it you want to ask?” Dakota had a feeling he knew 
what they were driving at, but he was going to make them 
ask. 


“Are they....” Kirk seemed to search for the word before 
blurting out, “queer?” 


“Yes. Wally and Phillip are gay. | met Phillip when I was on 
the cruise last fall.” He didn"t volunteer any other 
information. 


“Are they some sort of couple?” David, one of the young 
guys, asked, while looking at the floor. 


“No. They"re friends,” Dakota answered, looking around to 
gauge the expression of each man. He"d expected a certain 
amount of hostility and even anger, but mostly he saw 
curiosity. 


Someone nudged Kirk from behind, and Dakota knew that 
while Kirk was doing the talking, he was speaking for all of 
them. 


“Boss,” Kirk went on, “is there something you want to tell 
us?” It was obvious that he wasn"t really comfortable with 
the question. 


Dakota looked to Mario and saw his foreman's face pale 
Slightly, but then the man nodded almost imperceptibly. 
Dakota"s stomach jumped, and he thought he might be sick, 
but he swallowed and took a deep breath, blowing the air 
out. This was something he'd tried to avoid for years. This 
moment was why he"d gone away on vacations and kept his 
sex life separate from the ranch. But in a 75 
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moment of clarity, he realized all he"d been doing was 
keeping himself separate from his own home. When he went 
away, he could be himself, but on his own ranch, at his own 
home, he was hiding who he was. 


“Yes, there is, | guess.” Dakota swallowed, realizing for the 
first time since he'd discovered he liked bucks instead of 
fillies that he couldn"t hide anymore and that he didn't want 
to. 


The group seemed to be waiting for him, but Dakota wasn"t 
sure how to say what he knew had to be said. 


“"“Cause we talked it over last night in the bunkhouse,” Kirk 
said, crinkling the brim of his hat in his hands. Dakota could 
just imagine that conversation, and frankly, he was very 
glad he"d missed it. He was sure there"d been some heated 
things said that would probably have resulted in him having 
fewer ranch hands right about now. “And we don"t care if 
you like guys. | mean, you've helped every man here at one 
point or another. If it weren't for you, | never would have 
crawled out of a whiskey bottle after my wife left me, and 
you gave David a job after his daddy died.” Heads began to 
nod slowly. 


“Yes, guys. This is really hard to say, but it"s true that I"m 
gay.” He had no intention of outing Mario; that was up to 
him. 


Jake spoke up from the back. “I can't say | like it.” Dakota 
would have expected him to be one of the troublemakers. 
“But my sister"s boy is gay and he's okay, so | guess you 
are too.” Dakota figured that was as good as it was going to 
get from him. 


“Is there anything else?” Most of the heads shook. “Then 
can we get back to work?” Heads nodded, and they ran 
through the usual business before breaking up the meeting. 
Dakota leaned against one of the stalls, unable to believe 
that, while the guys might not understand him, they were at 
least willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. After 


watching them file out, Dakota walked back toward the 
house. 
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Inside, he found Phillip in the kitchen, sitting at the table 
with a mug of coffee. Pouring himself a cup, Dakota sat 
down with him. 


“| need your advice. | just told the guys about me, and they 
seemed to take it okay.” 


Phillip sipped his coffee and nodded slowly. “That"s good.” 
“It is, but I"m not sure how to tell my dad.” 


Phillip sat his mug on the table. “You just tell him. | know 
you're afraid, but he"ll understand.” He looked toward the 
hallway. 


“He's still your dad, and he deserves to know who you really 
are.” 


Dakota felt his stomach begin to jump again. “I don"t know 
if | can.” 


“Dakota, you just told the men who work for you that you"re 
gay. Don"t you think you should be honest with the one 
person in this world who loves you more than anyone else?” 
Phillip sighed softly. “I Know how hard this is, but he 
deserves to know.” Dakota watched as Phillip pushed away 
his mug, looking him in the eyes. 


“What if something happened to your dad and you never 
told him?” 


Dakota knew Phillip was right, he just didn"t know what to 
say or how to make sure his dad understood. “But what if 
something happens?” God, what if the shock was too much 
for him? 


“You don't have to tell him today. Hell, it sounds as though 
you've already had enough excitement on that front to last 
a while. 


You"ve told me your dad has good and bad days, so wait 
until he has a good one and tell him.” Dakota watched as 
Phillip reached out to him, a hand clasping his shoulder. 
“Believe me, you"ll feel better.” 


Dakota nodded, his mind already working through what he 
was going to say when the time came. “Wally"s out with the 
vet for the morning. Is there something you'd like to do?” 


Phillip grinned, looking sheepish. “Mario asked me if I'd like 
to watch the guys practice their”—he hesitated—“calf 
roping and barrel riding? | have no idea what that is, but it 
sounded interesting.” 
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Dakota nodded his understanding. “The local rodeo is next 
month. David is a great rider, and Kirk can rope better than 
almost anyone in the state.” Enlightenment dawned slowly. 
“Let me guess—you could care less about roping or riding.” 
Phillip flashed him a wicked look, and Dakota sputtered, 
realizing what he'd said. 


“You know what | meant.” 


“Actually, it'll be interesting, and Mario said he"d explain it 
to me.” 


“I'll bet he did.” Not that Phillip needed any instruction in 
the art of roping and riding. 


The sound of dogs yelping and barking drew his attention to 
the front window. Dakota saw what looked like the vet"'s 
truck out front. “What the hell?” Jumping up, Dakota ran to 
the front door, yanking it open. Two men were scuffling in 
the dirt, one much larger than the other, with the rest of the 
men standing back and watching. Jesus Christ, one of the 
men was Wally. 


Dakota reached the bottom step at a run and was halfway 
across the yard, dogs barking, men yelling. As he got closer, 
he saw Wally throw a punch, fast as lightning, and Greg— 
the big, dumb lug—doubled over, groaned loudly, and fell to 
the ground with a thud. Wally danced on his toes, looking 
around at the rest of the men before returning his attention 
to the man groaning on the ground. 


“You call me a faggot again and you won"t have to worry 
about anyone looking at anything you got, because I"Il rip 
your balls off!” 


He should have known that the meeting had gone too 
damned well. “That"s enough!” Dakota yelled as he 
approached, his attention on Greg. “And you, get yourself off 
the ground.” Dakota waited as Greg stood on wobbly legs. 
“What the hell do you think you"re doing?" 


“He was lookin" at me,” Greg mumbled. 


“I"m lookin" at you now! You want to fight with me? "Cause 
I"Il finish what Wally started before | kick your ass off my 
ranch!” 
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That seemed to have the desired effect. Good jobs were 
hard to come by, and Dakota treated his men well. “Answer 
me,” 


“No, sir.” Greg looked at the ground, and Dakota was trying 
to determine if he was truly contrite or demoralized because 
Wally"d beaten him. He figured it was probably a little of 
both. 


Dakota kept his eyes on Greg, but the message was for 
everyone: “This is my ranch and he"s my guest. Yes, he"s 
gay, and so am l. If you can"t deal with it, then see me, and 
I"Il give you your pay.” Dakota looked up, facing all the men. 
“This is a workplace and our home. We live here, work here, 
and sometimes play here.” 


Dakota lowered his voice, letting some of his anger fall 
away. “I"m sure you all Know who Matthew Shepard was?” A 
few heads nodded. “He was killed right here in Wyoming for 
being gay. Is that who we are? | sure as hell hope not.” 
Heads began to shake and eyes traveled to the ground. “l 
grew up here, on this land, and | Know we're not that way. 
Whatever happened to live and let live?” No one said 
anything, but all of them had the decency to look ashamed. 


“You men get back to work, and if you want to leave, come 
see me for your pay.” Dakota didn"t wait for an answer. 
Turning around, he saw Wally still breathing hard, eyes big 
as saucers, looking like he was trying to disappear into one 
of the corral posts. 


“You okay?” Wally nodded, looking down. Putting his arm 
around the smaller man"s shoulder, Dakota guided him 


toward the house. 


“Hold your head up.” He caught the confusion in Wally"s 
eyes but felt the smaller man straighten and walk taller. 


As soon as the door closed, Wally slumped onto the sofa like 
all the air had been let out of him. “I"m sorry.” He looked 
miserable, and Dakota felt his heart reach out. 


“Don't be.” Dakota saw Wally raise his eyes. “I have just 
one question for you.” 


“What? How fast can | pack my bags?” 
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Damn, the man felt really bad. “No. Where'd you learn to 
fight like that?” 


Wally looked up at him, big eyes shining in disbelief. “You"re 
not mad?” 


“Hell, no. You stood up for yourself.” 


“But | caused trouble for you.” There he went again, 
chewing on that lower lip. Fuck, he was cute. 


“No, you didn't. That bit of trouble was going to come up at 
one time or another. I"m just glad you were able to take 
care of yourself.” If Dakota hadn"t seen the fight with his 
own eyes, he wouldn't have believed that Wally, all 110 
pounds of him, could take out a guy with a hundred pounds 
on him and ten inches taller. 


“I took martial arts while | was in high school and college. 


When you"re small, everyone thinks they can pick on 
you....” A ghost of a smile appeared on Wally's face. “You"re 
really not mad?” 


“Hell, no.” Dakota leaned closer. “It was kind of sexy.” 


Dakota noticed the wide-eyed expression just before he 
captured Wally"s lips. As soon as they touched, his body 
went into overdrive. 


He"d spent the night holding and touching Wally, and every 
fiber in his body cried out for more. Dakota deepened the 
kiss and felt Wally"s tongue explore. 


“That"s enough, you two.” Phillip"s voice rang through the 
room. “At least close the curtains—you"re giving everyone a 
show.” 


Wally jumped back and Dakota peeked outside. “There"s no 
one watching.” 


“This time.” Phillip winked at both of them. “I"m going to 
find Mario so | can watch the riding and roping.” Phillip 
chuckled as he went outside. 


“Yeah,” Wally commented as he stood up, adjusting himself 
in his pants. “I better find Dr. Hastings. He"s probably 
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horses. Then we're going to visit some of the other ranches. 
He said he"d have me back late this afternoon.” 


Dakota stood as well, pulling Wally to him. “Last night was 
really special.” 


“And rather unexpected.” 


Dakota ran a thumb over Wally"s lower lip. “I like surprises, 
especially adorably spunky ones.” He leaned forward and 
kissed the lip he"d been caressing. “After dinner, would you 
go for a walk with me?” 


Wally returned his kiss and then backed away, eyes dark 
with what Dakota could only describe as passionate desire. 
That look alone made Dakota shudder with excitement. 


“I have to go.” 


Dakota"s eyes locked onto Wally"s. “Me too.” Neither moved 
until a noise in the yard broke their stare and they moved 
apart. 


Wally turned and walked outside. Dakota watched through 
the window, waiting until the smaller man reached the barn 
before leaving the room and heading down the hall to see 
his dad. 


Today was not a good day, and Dakota spent much of the 
morning with him until the nurse arrived. He"d been hoping 
he could get his dad up and maybe even outside. He always 
loved the rodeo, but the closest he got now was watching 
the guys practice, and the way he was feeling today, even 
that wasn't possible. “The guys are practicing.” Dakota kept 
up a stream of talk as he worked, checking his father's skin 
for sores as he ran a cloth over his now ghostly white skin, 
all hint of color from the sun long gone. “I know you can"t 
go outside, but how about the next best thing?” Dakota 
looked into those eyes that had watched him play Little 
League, never missing a game, beaming with pride. His dad 
brightened momentarily, and Dakota pulled open the 
curtains on the large windows, repositioning the bed so he 
could watch. 
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David took off across the corral, chasing a calf, throwing the 
rope and catching its hind legs. In his mind, he could hear 
the men cheering as David jumped off the horse before 
securing the calf. 


Pulling off his hat, David bowed to the crowd. “He's such a 
show-off.” Dakota glanced at his dad and saw a ghost of a 
smile, which was all he could do. Some of the men turned 
toward the window, raising their hands, waving, letting his 
dad know they knew he was watching and that he was 
included. His dad lifted his hands a little to wave back and 
did his best to cheer along. 


A soft knock on the door pulled his attention from the corral 
as some of the men set the barrels. “Can | come in?” 


Dakota smiled when he saw Wally standing in the doorway. 


“Sure, we"re watching the rodeo.” Wally stepped inside and 
Dakota motioned him to a chair next to his. “I thought you 
were with Doc.” 


“He got an emergency call.” 


“Couldn"t you have helped him?” Not that he was going to 
complain. Most people, even most of the guys, weren't 
really comfortable around his dad, but Wally"s sweet, open 
nature didn"t seem fazed in the least. 


“Wasn't that kind of emergency.” 


“His wife, huh?” They shared a smile and settled together, 
watching the show with Dakota"s dad. The situation wasn"t 


lost on Dakota. He realized what he"d been missing and he 
could almost pretend that they were a family and that he 
had a life outside of his dad and the ranch. Wally gave him 
hope that someday he could have that. 


“What is it?” Wally whispered. 


Dakota shook his head. There was no way he could explain 
what he was feeling to anyone right now. His own 
vulnerability scared him. As if reading his mind, he felt a soft 
tap on his hand. 


Looking at Wally, he saw his own feelings echoed back to 
him, and in a moment of absolute clarity, he knew Wally 
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with him. He might get his heart broken, but Wally wouldn"t 
do it intentionally, any more than he"d break Wally"s heart. 


Looking at his dad, Dakota saw he was asleep, a smile on 
his face, and imagined he was dreaming of his own days of 
roping and riding. Getting up, Dakota motioned, and Wally 
followed him outside. “I can"t leave him until the nurse”—he 
checked his watch— 


“gets here in an hour. You can go outside if you want to see 
better.” 


Instead of answering, Wally stood on his tiptoes, kissing 
Dakota softly. “What? And give up the best seat in the 
house?” 


Dakota felt his heart jump, and he knew. 
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THEIR first date was just a few minutes away, and Wally was 
nervous. Dakota had touched his heart. The man had held 
him the entire night and even arranged for him to spend a 
lot of the day with Dr. Hastings. Dakota listened to him and 
did things just to make him happy. Walking to the barn, 
Wally saw Greg watching him. Wally watched back, and 
Greg colored and looked at the ground. Wally smiled to 
himself and continued walking toward the barn. Dakota was 
waiting for him, leaning against one of the stalls, hat sitting 
low on his forehead, looking like a cowboy-lover"s wet 
dream, and Wally was discovering that very few things were 
as sexy as this particular cowboy, especially when he looked 
at him like Wally was an all-you-can-eat love buffet. 


Wally shuddered as Dakota pushed off the wooden wall and 
sauntered over to him, enveloping him in long arms before 
kissing him. Wally"s mind filled with images and feelings of 
passion. He moaned softly into Dakota"s mouth as a tongue 
Slid along his lips, tickling the top of his mouth, and a hand 
pressed them closer, bodies tight together. Wally was 
beginning to hope that their date was going to consist of a 
visit to the tack room as Dakota continued to possess him 
using only his lips. Then the pressure lessened and Dakota"s 
lips pulled away, and Wally leaned forward, trying to get 
more. 


“Let"s go for our walk.” Dakota took his hand and led him 
out of the barn. He let his hand slip away as they walked 
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yard, but then he took it again as they walked across the 
backyard, past an old shed, and then out to the range 
toward a line of trees. 


“Where are we going?” 


“To my favorite place of all time,” Dakota replied as he 
squeezed his hand, the excitement and energy whizzing 
along Wally"s arm. As they approached the trees, Wally 
heard water flowing over rocks. “I used to swim here when | 
was a kid.” They stepped through the trees and down to the 
water. “There used to be a rope swing, but it fell down a few 
years ago.” 


Wally knelt down and put his fingers in the water. “Jesus, 
that's cold.” 


Dakota laughed, deep and rich. “Yeah. The water comes 
right down from the Tetons.” 


“You swam in that?” Wally swatted Dakota"s arm. 


“Hey.” Dakota backed away. “Ya bully, | was a kid, and it was 
hot.” 


The playful whine warmed Wally"s heart. He loved that 
Dakota felt comfortable enough to tease a little. 


“| haven"t been in that water in years.” Dakota put an arm 
around Wally"s waist, holding him close as the sky first 
began to go pink and then redden. As they stood together, a 


low call echoed over the range, and Wally felt Dakota 
stiffen. Then the cry was answered by another, higher and 
Slightly softer. 


“When Phillip asked me to come along on this trip with him, 
that sound was one of the things I"d hoped I"d hear,” Wally 
confessed softly. “This area is one of the few places where 
that's possible.” Wally felt as though he needed to explain 
his fascination somehow—maybe make Dakota realize why 
this was so important to him. “I guess to me, the wolves 
represent something primal and wild. Something that man 
hasn"t or can"t bend to his will.” Wally moved closer, 
wrapping his arm around Dakota"s, hoping physical 
closeness would help with communication. “We can kill 
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but we can"t change them.” Wally looked into Dakota"s 
eyes, seeing if what he was saying was making sense. 


“| get that,” Dakota started, “but to me, they represent a 
threat to the ranch and a way of life that supports not only 
myself, but everyone who works and depends on the 
ranch.” Dakota"s voice was level, but Wally could tell that 
Dakota was trying to make a decision. “Three weeks ago, | 
was checking the north range and found a very nervous 
herd. At first, | couldn"t understand what was bothering 
them until | was checking the fence and found the body of 
one of the calves—or | should say, what was left of it, and 
there wasn"t much.” 


Wally wanted to turn away, but he knew he couldn"t. He'd 
told Dakota what he was feeling, and he had to be able to 
listen and try to understand Dakota's side of things. 


“I don"t know that it was the wolf we saw, but that wasn"t 
the first calf I"ve lost, and each one has a cost that takes 
away from my ability to make the ranch pay.” 

“I"m sorry.” 

Dakota patted his back. “I know, and | wish it wasn"t this 
way, but | have to protect my livelihood.” 


“Is the ranch in trouble?” 


“No. But losing a number of head really hurts. Besides, 
that's not the only threat. This is a tough business and 
Mother Nature can be good to us and she can be a real 
bitch. You never know what you"re going to get. Margins are 
usually tight, and sometimes the difference between a good 
year and a bad one is so small, it"s scary.” Dakota pulled 
Wally closer. “Let"s talk about something happier.” 


As if on cue, the calls started again, the deep call followed 
by the higher-pitched answer. “He's calling his mate and 
she's answering. They're love calls.” 
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Wally stepped back, raising his face to the sky and softly 
imitating the cry before looking at Dakota. Shaking his head, 
he did it again. Finally, Dakota echoed the cry, pulling him 
close again. 


“| prefer this instead.” Dakota held Wally"s cheeks in his 
hands and brought their lips together as the deep cry 
echoed again, the wolves" cry an accompaniment to their 
kiss. Wally felt everything slide away, the sunset, the clean 
air, the slight breeze— 


all were replaced by Dakota"s eyes, the taste of his lips, and 
his earthy scent. 


Wally whimpered softly as the pressure on his lips 
intensified, and he felt Dakota moving him close, his body 
pressing to Dakota"s, a hand stroking his back. Slowly, the 
larger man pulled away, studying Wally"s face, fingers 
caressing his cheek, and Wally shivered at the soft touch, 
leaning closer, wanting more. 


Slowly, Dakota turned, and Wally followed his gaze toward 
the west. The shadows lengthened and the sky reddened as 
the sun slipped lower in the sky, the Grand Tetons providing 
a background for the trees and rangeland. “This was always 
my favorite spot on the ranch.” 


“I can see why. It"s like there"s nothing but us,” Wally said 
softly. 


“Right now, there isn"t,” Dakota added, his arm sliding 
around Wally"s waist as they watched until the sun dropped 
behind the peaks. Then Dakota took his hand and walked 
him back across the range to the back door of the house. 
Inside the house, all was quiet, and as soon as the door 
closed, Wally was encased in those strong arms. “Will you 
stay with me tonight?” 


Dakota kissed him again, and Wally nodded slowly against 
the lips. He felt rather than saw Dakota"s smile just before 
he was lifted off his feet. Wally wrapped his legs around 
Dakota"s waist, continuing their kissing as Dakota walked 
them to his bedroom, closing the door behind then with a 
click before setting him on the bed. 
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Wally held on as they continued kissing, his back pressing 
into the mattress, Dakota"s weight surrounding him. Wally 
wrapped his arms around Dakota"s neck as a hand slid 
beneath his shirt, sliding over his chest. “I knew you'd feel 
this good,” Dakota murmured between kisses as his hand 
made small circles on Wally"s stomach. 


Wally groaned and arched into the touch... well, as much as 
he could with two hundred pounds of solid man pressing 
against him. 


Dakota's shoes hit the floor, and Wally"s followed as Dakota 
tugged his shirt up, fingers circling his nipples. “Kota....” 
Wally whined as the roving hand slid down his stomach, 
teasing at the waist of his pants. 


“I"m going to take my time.” Dakota's voice wrapped 
around him like a blanket, and then those lips sucked lightly 
behind his ear and down his neck. Wally felt himself shaking 
as Dakota's lips continued their travels down his chest to 
one of his nipples. Wally"s hands worked through Dakota"s 
hair, adding pressure, wanting more, desperately. “You need 
patience.” Dakota lifted Wally"s arms above his head, 
holding them against the mattress. “That's better.” 


Dakota"s eyes raked down Wally"s skin. 


“Kota, that's not fair....” Wally"s words trailed off as his 
nipple was sucked again. Throwing his head back, he cried 
out softly as Dakota"s hot tongue swirled around his now- 
hard bud. 


“What are you doing to me?” 


“Making you feel good.” Dakota released his hands. “Keep 
them there, okay?” Wally didn"t have time to respond as 
Dakota opened Wally"s belt, parting the fabric of Wally"s 


pants. A hand slid down Wally"s skin, fingers circling his 
Shaft. Wally thrust forward and sighed as Dakota gripped 
him, tugging him slowly. “I love how smooth your skin is.” 
Dakota ran his tongue along Wally"s stomach, and Wally 
shivered with pleasure; then the fingers slipped away, along 
with Dakota"s weight. 
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Helping him sit up, Dakota pulled off Wally"s shirt before 
Sliding his pants down his legs. “What about you?” Wally 
asked, wanting desperately to see Dakota naked. 


“All in good time.” Dakota grinned down at him, kissing his 
lips before trailing kisses along his chest and stomach. 
“First, I"m going to taste you.” 


Dakota's lips slid down Wally"s shaft, encompassing him in 
moist heat that drove the air from his lungs. Wally"s mouth 
hung open in a silent cry as Dakota sucked him deep and 
hard before releasing him again. Every time Wally tried to 
catch his breath, Dakota would steal it again with his hot, 
magic mouth. 


“I"m gonna come!” 


Dakota sucked harder, and Wally saw their eyes lock as 
Dakota pulled his climax from him with a force he couldn"t 
have stopped if he'd tried. Thrusting forward as hard as he 
could, the first thrills of orgasm wracked him, Dakota's lips 
driving him higher and higher with each release. 


Thank God he was on a bed, because Wally collapsed, spent 
and dazed as he slipped from Dakota's lips. Warm hands 


caressed his skin, bringing him down gently and gradually. 
“What was that?” 


“Good?” Dakota's eyes danced. 


“Duh?” Wally responded with a smile. “Now | want to see 
you.” 


“You can do more than that.” Dakota moved off the bed, 
standing where Wally could see him. Pulling his shirt over 
his head, Dakota stretched, and Wally groaned softly, sitting 
up to get closer, his attention riveted to the sun-darkened 
Skin with its covering of short, dark hair. Then Dakota 
opened his pants. Turning around, he slipped them down his 
legs, giving Wally a stellar view of his butt. 


“Jesus,” Wally gasped as Dakota stepped out of the fabric, 
stalking toward the bed. 
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Wally was spellbound as Dakota"s bare skin pressed to his. 
He vibrated with excitement as Dakota's hand slid between 
his legs, a finger sliding across his opening. “I want you,” 
Dakota gasped softly, and Wally could only nod as the finger 
slipped away. 


Dakota"s weight shifted and a drawer opened. Then Dakota 
was back, kissing him again as a lubed finger slid deep into 
him. 


“Kota. Oh God.” Stars danced in Wally"s vision as a surge of 
pleasure shot through him, followed by another. A second 
finger joined the first, stretching him. 


“Roll over, baby,” Dakota said softly. 
Wally shook his head. “I want to see you.” 


Dakota nodded, and Wally heard the sound of a wrapper 
tearing. Then his legs were lifted and Dakota was kissing 
him again before pressing into his body, filling him in a way 
he could never remember feeling before. The stretch lasted 
for just a few seconds, and then Dakota stilled. 


Wally began to move, and Dakota pulled and thrust, taking 
him deep, eyes locked on his. “Is this okay?” 


“God, yes!” 


Dakota smiled and kissed Wally hard, tugging on his lips as 
their bodies developed a rhythm of their own. Joined, they 
moved as one, and Dakota murmured soft words as his 
hands slid under Wally, holding him tight. Dakota's soft 
murmurs got louder, with Wally"s joining them. Together, 
they filled the room with their pleasure sounds, building to 
the heights of the mountains they"d seen earlier until they 
plummeted... together. 


WALLY woke to an empty bed. Rolling over, he blinked 
toward the open door, hearing soft movement in the house. 
“Kota?” He really 90 
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didn"t think Dakota had abandoned him, but his absence 
was a bit disconcerting nonetheless. 


“Shhh....” Dakota"s large form appeared in the doorway. “| 
just heard noise coming from Dad"s room.” The door closed 
and the large man moved into the room, sliding under the 


blanket and pulling Wally closer, holding him tight as lips 
ghosted over his shoulder. 


“Is he okay?” Wally asked, rolling over to face the big man 
as Dakota"s hands slid down his back, cupping Wally"s butt. 


“He's fine.” A finger teased down Wally"s crease. “Are you 
sore?” 


“A little.” It wasn"t a complaint, not at all. 


Dakota guided him onto his stomach with a gentle touch, 
and hands kneaded his butt, the soreness flying away as 
Wally pressed back against the caress. Fingers spread his 
cheeks and a hot, steamy wetness trailed over him. “Kota, 
what...?” 


“Making you feel good, baby.” Dakota"s smile traveled up 
his spine, felt rather than seen, as the tongue probed his 
opening. Before he could stop them, Wally"s whimpers 
poured from him, his hips thrusting back as Dakota fucked 
him with his tongue. 


A big hand slid between his cheeks, stroking along his 
aching cock. Wally rose up, butt in the air, face in the pillow. 
His legs spread wide, Wally gave Dakota access to 
everything, putting his pleasure fully in the man's capable 
hands. Fingers played with his balls, sliding over his length 
as Dakota sucked and probed his opening, occasionally 
biting his cheeks. He didn"t want to see or think about the 
marks he"d have in the morning. All that mattered was what 
Dakota was doing to make him fly. 


Wally knew he wasn"t going to last, and all he wanted to do 
was yell at the top of his lungs as his climax built. Burying 
his face in the pillow, he cried out, filling his head with his 
own ecstasy. 


Wally collapsed onto the bed, oblivious to the wetness and 
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everything else. All he could feel was Dakota climbing over 
him, and then he was being held. Selfishly, but without 
thought, he fell asleep to the sound of Dakota's soft breath 
and heartbeat. 


Next thing he knew, a hand stroked over his back, pulling 
him out of the warm blackness that enveloped him. “Wally, 
baby, we need to get going.” 


“Huh.” He blinked himself awake, trying to unscramble his 
still sex-addled brain. 


“We"re going to the park today and we've got a drive ahead 
of us, SO we need to go.” 


Wally yawned and sat up, the blankets pooling around his 
Slender hips. “Is Phillip up?” Wally held up his hand. “Forget 
| asked.” He yawned again and slipped off the bed, 
scratching his butt absently as he walked toward the 
bathroom. 


“I hope it"s okay—l asked Mario along.” 


Wally stopped in the doorway. “Who'll take care of things 
here?” He covered his mouth as another yawn slammed into 
him. 


“Bucky will handle things. That way Phillip will have 
someone to talk with and won't feel like a third wheel.” 
Dakota stepped to him, already dressed and looking sexy 
even to Wally"s sleep-deprived eyes. 


“What about your dad?” Wally stepped into the bathroom 
and started to shut the door. 


“Grace is going to stay with him. She's a family friend as 
well as a nurse.” Wally heard a hint of irritation in Dakota"s 
voice. 


“Didn"t mean to pry,” Wally said softly. He hadn"t meant to 
sound like he was questioning him. 


“You didn"t.” Dakota"s expression softened, as if he"d 
realized Wally was just concerned. “Will you get Phillip up?” 
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“He"s not in the house. | have a feeling that Mario will take 
care of it.” 


Dakota leaned close, giving him a brief kiss. “I"ll meet you 
in the kitchen when you"re ready.” Dakota pulled the door 
closed. 


After relieving himself, Wally got cleaned up and dressed. 


Ready to go, he walked into the kitchen. A light breakfast 
and a mug of coffee awaited him, as did Mario and Phillip. 
His friend looked as though he were still asleep. Wally"s 
excitement had taken over, banishing all remnants of 
Sleepiness in him. 


“The bus leaves in five minutes,” Dakota called as Wally 
stuffed in the last mouthful and finished his coffee. 


“Good God.” Phillip cracked his eyes open, looking out the 
window at the empty paddock. “The horses aren"t even up 


"m 


yet. 


“Quit complaining. We"re here to have fun, and you can 
sleep in the car, ya grump-bucket.” Wally swatted Phillip"s 
arm before grabbing his bag and following Dakota to his 
huge truck. 


“I thought I"d put you and Phillip in back,” Dakota said, and 
Wally"s eyebrows raised, his head tilting slightly. “Mario and 
Phillip,” Dakota amended. 


Wally grinned. “Good choice.” Wally ran a hand along 
Dakota"s hip. “Besides, Phillip drools in his sleep.” 


Dakota began to laugh. “Let Mario get drooled on—is that 
it?” 


“Duh.” 


The other two joined them, with Phillip climbing in back and 
Mario following. Phillip was already leaning against the 
foreman as Dakota pulled out of the ranch, and he was 
asleep by the time they hit the main road. 


Wally watched with rapt attention as they drove north. 
Dakota pointed out mountain peaks and the highlights of 
the scenery as they passed through long valleys with 
winding mountain streams. 
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“Wow!” Wally exclaimed as he hung out the window, 
snapping pictures right and left. 


“You"re not going to have space for any park pictures.” 


Dakota chided with a smile. 


Wally reached into his bag with a grin. “I"ve got a whole 
other memory card and three changes of batteries.” So 
there. 


At the entrance to Yellowstone, they passed the gate and 
drove along the park road. “Where to first?” 


“You're the guide,” Wally replied as he turned around. Phillip 
was now awake and Mario definitely had a wet spot near his 
shoulder. Wally nudged Dakota, who glanced in the mirror 
and returned Wally"s sly grin. 


“Old Faithful it is.” Dakota followed the signs toward the 
famous geyser. A while later, they pulled into a parking lot 
and joined the throngs of people heading down a paved 
walk. A white landscape surrounded what looked like a small 
mound, the entire area crowded with people. “The geyser 
erupts every ninety minutes or so and shoots as high as two 
hundred feet in the air,” Dakota explained. “According to the 
Sheet, it should erupt in five to ten minutes.” 


“Have you seen it before?” Phillip asked, standing close to 
Mario. 


Dakota nodded his head. “It"s been awhile,” he said, his 
expression one of sad longing. 


Wally leaned closer. “It was with your dad, wasn't it?” Wally 
didn"t need to hear an answer; Dakota"s face told Wally all 
he needed to know. Vibrations beneath his feet that ran up 
his legs, along with a low rumble, diverted his attention. 
Wally watched as water began shooting from the mound, 
growing higher and higher, the sound nearly deafening as 
the eruption grew and grew. The energy coursed through 


Wally. Tingles ran up his spine, and he unconsciously leaned 
closer to Dakota, holding his arm as he 94 
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watched, enthralled by nature"s magnificent display of raw 
power that seemed to shoot through him too. 


The display went on and on, with the end signaled as the 
roar began to lessen and the water lost its height before 
crashing back to earth in droplets and spray carried by the 
breeze. Then it was over, and silence reigned until everyone 
began to move again, released from nature's spell. “Fucking 
hell,” Wally mumbled as he looked to Dakota, noticing that 
the display had had the same effect on him. 


Glancing at Phillip, Wally smiled as he watched his eyes roll 
and saw his friend adjust himself discreetly. Whoever said 
power was an aphrodisiac wasn"t kidding. 


Wally felt warm breath against his ear. 

“I know.” Dakota winked at him and Wally smiled back. 
“Let"s go, there's still lots to see.” 

“More geysers?” Phillip asked. 


“Lots,” Mario supplied, “along with mud pots, steaming 
pools, and waterfalls that look like the rock"s melting.” 


“Can we walk?” Wally saw people heading away, along a 
path. 


“You better believe it.” Dakota led them down the path 
toward more of Yellowstone"s wonders. They saw boiling 
mud holes that Dakota explained were geysers, except with 
less water. There were pools that algae had colored all the 
shades of the rainbow, depending on how hot the water 
was, and more geysers that took them by surprise with their 
intermittent eruptions. 


Getting back to the car, Dakota drove them further into the 
park, stopping at an overlook where a herd of bison roamed 
beneath them, still wild. 


They spent the rest of the day seeing everything possible. 


Wally noticed that, when others weren't around, Dakota 
would touch him lightly or guide him forward with his hand 
on the small of his back. Those touches were nice, and each 
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through him. Wally also noticed Phillip and Mario making 
eyes at each other off and on. Leaving the park just before 
sundown, they made a stop at one of the restaurants 
outside the entrance, eating their fill before making the 
drive back to the ranch. 


In the safety of the truck, Wally scooted close to Dakota, 
peeking in the backseat to see Phillip resting against Mario, 
the two of them especially cuddly. By the time they 
approached the ranch, Wally found himself nodding off, 
Dakota"s warmth and scent surrounding him, lulling him into 
a relaxed state of peaceful contentment. 


Pulling into the ranch, the feeling lasted until Wally opened 
the door. Yelling, whooping, and a lot of loud backslapping 


greeted them. Getting out of the truck, Wally followed 
Dakota as he made his way toward the joyful group. 


“What"s going on?” Dakota inquired. The celebratory 
atmosphere was infectious, and Wally found himself 
grinning as he wondered about the source of the joy. 


“We heard them thieving wolves calling to each other about 
an hour ago and headed out,” Bucky began the story, and 
Wally felt his smile fade and his stomach roil as the cause of 
the celebration became clear to him. “Greg caught a 
glimpse of one,” Bucky said, grinning in triumph, and Wally 
had to stop himself from covering his ears. He knew this 
was a Story he didn"t want to hear. Yes, he knew wolves 
were a threat to the ranch and that they had to protect their 
livelihoods, but it hurt Wally to think that the creature he"d 
heard the night before calling to its mate.... Wally 
shuddered and quietly stepped back from the group. 


“I took a shot towards the creek and heard a yelp and then 
nothing. | think | got one of the bastards,” one of the men 
continued the story, beaming with pride, and Wally found 
himself hoping the guy was wrong and had just scared it. 


“Okay.” Dakota smiled at the men, and Wally"s animal- 
loving heart thumped hard in his chest. “It"s too dark to look 
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check it out in the morning.” For a second, he felt Dakota 
catch his gaze and saw the smile on his face falter. “Which 
comes awful early,” Dakota added, to Wally"s relief. 


“Okay, guys, let"s quiet down,” Mario chided as the men 
filtered into the bunkhouse, still patting Greg on the back. 


“I"I see you in the morning,” Mario added as he climbed 
into his truck. 


Phillip followed, and the two of them talked softly before 
Mario gave Phillip a quick peck, after looking around first, 
and then drove away. 


The yard got quiet, with just the voices from the bunkhouse 
drifting out. Wally swallowed hard and followed Dakota 
toward the front door. As he reached the bottom step, a low, 
mournful cry drifted on the breeze, and Wally felt his heart 
sink as he finished climbing the steps and walked inside. 


“I"m sorry, Wally,” Dakota said softly as the door closed. 


Wally knew he wasn"t sorry the wolf"s mate was dead, just 
that Wally felt badly about it. With a sigh, Wally started 
toward his room, stopping when he felt a hand on his 
shoulder. Turning around, he saw Dakota"s warm eyes and 
nodded slowly before walking into his room and closing the 
door. Getting undressed, he turned out the light and slipped 
beneath the covers. Wally knew that he and Dakota would 
never agree on this issue; there was just no way. 


He heard a soft knock on the door and watched it open 
Slowly, expecting it to be Phillip, but Dakota"s form blocked 
the dim light from the hall before moving into the room and 
sitting on the edge of his bed. “I really am sorry, Wally. | 
know how you feel.” A hand stroked through Wally"s hair. 
“And | know what happened hurt you.” Dakota leaned 
closer, and Wally closed his eyes as sun-roughened lips slid 
over his. 


“Dakota, | don"t think | can—” His thought was cut off as a 
thumb slid across his lips. 


“I know.” Dakota"s weight shifted on the bed, and Wally 
expected Dakota to leave. But the bedding lifted and he felt 
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Slide in with him, pulling him close and holding him, fingers 
soothingly stroking his skin. “You"re more than sex to me, 
Wally, a lot more.” 


Wally moved closer, his head resting against Dakota"s arm. 
“I know | seem like a little girl, but | keep hearing that cry.” 
Slowly, he rolled over. “They mate for life, Dakota. Can you 
imagine finding your mate, the one meant for you, and then 
losing them like that?” 


“They"re not people. They don"t have emotions like that.” 


Wally stilled, looking into Dakota"s eyes. “Did you hear that 
cry?” In the dark, he saw Dakota nod. “Then how can you 
say they don"t feel emotion? Imagine how you'd feel if your 
dad died. And tell me you wouldn"t make that same sound, 
even if you only did it in your head.” He waited for Dakota"s 
reaction. 


“Wally.” Frustration was evident in Dakota"s voice, and Wally 
was Starting to feel his annoyance rise. “Can we agree to 
disagree about this? | know how you feel and I"m trying to 
understand.” 


“I know.” He settled close again. “These are emotional 
issues for both of us, | guess.” That was it. This wasn"t 
rational for either of them, but deeply emotional, and Wally 
realized that neither of them was probably ready to have 
those notions changed. They could try to understand, but 
they felt the way they felt. “I will tell you | don"t want it to 
color the way | feel about you.” 


The arm around his body tightened slightly. “I don"t either.” 


Wally noticed that neither of them seemed ready to discuss 
openly what those feelings were. Maybe later, but right now, 
it was nice having Dakota here with him, holding him. He 
liked it, and he didn"t want to rock the boat any more than 
he had already. But he knew he wasn"t going to change the 
way he felt—he couldn"t. And he knew deep down that 
Dakota wouldn'"t either. 


Rolling over, Dakota spooned him, that strong body pressing 
to him from feet to back. Wally yawned and closed his eyes, 
falling asleep surprisingly quickly. 
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Unfortunately, he didn"t stay asleep, waking every few 
hours, noticing the time, and then falling back to sleep. 
Finally, his back starting to ache a little, Wally slipped out of 
bed, pulled on his clothes and walked outside. Libby loped 
over, her head nudging his hand for a scratch, with the 
others following right behind. 


The sun was just beginning to pink in the east, the light 
Slowly illuminating the grass around the house. The air felt 
and smelled refreshingly cool, with a slight breeze that 
kissed his skin. Wally contemplated making coffee, but he 
didn"t want to wake everyone, so he sat and enjoyed the 
dawn, listening to the breeze. 


Wally cocked his ear when he heard a soft sound. Looking 
around, he checked to see if it was one of the dogs, but they 
were all curled up near his legs, heads on their paws. Wally 
listened and the sound came again, slightly louder; the dogs 
woke, cocking their heads, letting Wally know he wasn't 


hearing things. Getting up, Wally kept listening. Stepping off 
the porch, he walked across the range, with the dogs 
following behind. The sound got louder and Wally 
recognized it as high-pitched whining and whimpering. As 
the volume increased, the dogs also became agitated, but 
thankfully continued following, and at the crest of a small 
washout, Wally stopped, the whining close. 


At the bottom, a number of yards away, what looked like the 
body of a large dog rested against the side of the ravine 
with a large wolf standing over it, whimpering and licking 
the blood from the other wolf. 


“Fuck,” he whispered to himself. 


The large wolf must have caught his scent. His head turned 
to Wally, and he bared his teeth, growling. Wally froze, 
partly in fear and partly in wonder. His first instinct was to 
back away, but he couldn't. All his training told him he 
needed to help the injured wolf. 


Before Wally could think, he heard barking as the cavalry 
crested the rise, yapping like hell, raising a cacophony of 
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wolf looked to the limp form and then back toward the 
barking, and looked again before running away from Wally, 
pausing to look one final time before cresting the edge with 
a leap and rushing across the range. 


Racing into the ravine, knowing the other wolf could come 
back at any second, Wally touched the wolf"s neck, finding a 
faint heartbeat. She was alive, but barely. She wasn't 
bleeding any longer, thankfully, but there was no way she 
was going to survive without help. The dogs stood at the 


crest, tails wagging and tongues panting, looking proud of 
themselves. 


Wishing he had something to wrap the wolf in, he looked 
around for a second. “Fuck it.” Sliding his arms under the 
wolf, he lifted her into his arms, groaning as he stood up, 
straining under her weight, and began climbing the bank. 
Her head lolled to one side, and Wally hoped he wasn'"t 
hurting her as he half-walked and half-ran across the field 
with the dogs right behind, glancing over his shoulder to 
make sure he wasn"t being followed. He knew it was 
possible that the other wolf would attack him. Wolves mated 
for life, and the biggest threat to the alpha male was 
someone messing with his mate. 


With each step, Wally prayed the male wolf thought his 
mate was already dead. His legs nearly giving out, breathing 
hard, Wally made for the barn, setting the injured female on 
the tack room floor and closing the door. 


The ranch was still quiet but would begin waking any 
minute. 


Rushing to the door, he snuck inside and into Phillip"s 
bedroom, thankful that he was alone. Wally shook Phillip 
hard until he startled awake. 


“Shhh... | need your help.” 
“What the hell?” Phillip yawned, blinking. 


“Be quiet and get dressed, quickly.” Wally knew he didn"t 
have long before everyone was up. 
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Grumbling softly, Phillip pulled on his clothes and, quiet for 
once, followed Wally to the barn. Opening the tack room 
door, Phillip gasped. “What the hell are you doing?” 


“Be quiet,” Wally hissed softly. “She'll die unless | help her. 
She's been shot, and | think she"s pregnant.” 


Phillip knelt down on the concrete. “What do you need me 
to do?” Wally looked up from the wolf and smiled nervously. 
That was Phillip, willing to do anything for a friend. 


“Get me some water and my bag from your car, and for 
God"s sake, don"t let anyone see you, especially Dakota. 
He"s going to kill me as it is.” 


Phillip jumped up, returning in a few minutes. “You can"t 
keep her in here.” 


“I know, but | can"t move her, not right now.” Wally took the 
bag and water, cleaning the wound as best he could before 
reaching for his instruments. “Just hold her head and pray.” 


Opening the wound slightly, Wally followed the path through 
the wolf"s hindquarters to the bullet. ,You"re okay, girl, it 
could have been worse.” Her body jerked, and Wally hurried, 
locating the bullet and extracting it with a pair of forceps. 


Setting the instrument aside, he sutured the wound closed, 
cleaned it, and then bandaged her. “The wound wasn"t too 
bad, but the poor thing nearly bled to death.” 


“We've got to get her out of here.” 


“There"s a shed behind the house. Dakota and | passed it 
the other night. Maybe we can use that,” Wally said, his 
voice hushed and rapid. Finding what looked like an old 


blanket, Wally spread it on the floor and gently lifted the 
wolf onto it. 


Each taking an end, they lifted the blanket and walked out 
through the back of the barn and around the house. Doors 
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and Wally heard footsteps as they rounded the house, 
reaching the shed a few minutes later. 


Thankfully, it was nearly empty, but there was a hole in the 
roof and one in the back wall. “She'll get out!” Phillip 
exclaimed as he looked at it. 


“That's fine. Set the blanket down.” They lowered it to the 
floor. “I"ve done what | can, it"s up to her and Mother Nature 
now. 


Either she makes it and leaves, or she dies.” A wave of 
helplessness washed over him, but that was part of the job. 
And this was a wild animal—he couldn"t nurse it back to 
health like a pet. He could only give nature a helping hand. 


“Oh.” Phillip stepped toward the door. 


“Go back to the house. I"Il be right behind you, | just need to 
get some water.” Phillip left, and Wally ran to the back and 
filled a container with water, returning to the shed and 
placing it near her. 


He took a last look at the gray and tawny coat, running a 
hand along her back. /’m doing something | never thought I 
would—petting a wolf. Standing up, he silently wished her 
well and left, shutting the door quietly and heading toward 
the house. 


Turning the corner toward the barn, he stopped dead in his 
tracks. Dakota stood glaring at him, arms folded, looking 
angry, hurt, and murderous, all at the same time. Wally held 
his gaze as the emotions warred in his lover. Wally expected 
him to yell or explode. 


Instead his eyes drooped slightly, and all Wally saw was pain 
and disappointment. Without a word, Dakota turned around 
and walked into the house, the door banging behind him. 
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“HOW could he do this to me?” Dakota muttered as the door 
banged behind him. “I thought....” Dakota swallowed as he 
paced the living room, stomping on the wooden floor. “How 
could he do this?” He looked out the window and saw Wally 
walking to the barn, followed by the dogs, with Phillip close 
behind. He should have known. For a second, he saw Wally 
looking toward the house with a miserable look on his face, 
and he shouted again, knowing Wally couldn"t hear him, 
“Serves you right! You should be upset.” 


“Kota.” The sound of his dad's voice drifting down the hall 
broke his attention away from the window and cut through 
his anger. Shaking it away, he walked down the hall, 


pushing open the door. His dad was awake, eyes brighter 
than he'd seen in a while. 


“What's wrong?” The words were slurred, but 
understandable, which was a large improvement. 


“Nothing,” he said, covering, not wanting his dad to worry. 


“You pace when you"re angry.” His dad coughed to clear his 
throat. Dakota held his water for him to drink, and he sipped 
a little through the straw. “What"s wrong?” All his life, his 
dad had been the one person he could always talk to, and 
Dakota wanted to confide in him now—he just wasn't sure. 
“Talk to me, son.” 


Dakota stared at his dad and then lowered himself into the 
chair. “I have something | should have told you a long time 
ago.” 


Dakota stared at the floor, unsure of how to proceed. A light 
touch on his shoulder pulled his attention back to his dad. 
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“Is this the talk where you tell me you don"t like girls? 
“Cause I"ve known for a while.” His dad turned toward him, 
and Dakota swallowed around the lump in his throat. 


“How did you know?” Dakota raised his eyes to look at his 
dad. 


“I know my son. And | may be stuck in this bed, but I"m not 
blind.” His voice was becoming slurred again, but Dakota 
understood him perfectly. “You know I"Il always love you.” 
Dakota took his dad"s hand and wanted nothing more than 


to feel his arms around him one more time, holding him 
tight, reassuring him like he had when he was a kid, but that 
wasn"t possible. He could hug his dad, but his dad could 
barely move his arms, let alone lift them. 


“I know, Dad.” Dakota felt like a fool for not telling him a 
long time ago. He should have known his dad would 
understand. 


Hell, the man had understood when he'd told him he was 
going to go to medical school instead of taking up the 
ranch. They"d even made plans to sell it when the time 
came, and his dad had understood. Maybe things worked 
out for the best after all. 


“So what's the problem?” There had been many times over 
the last few years when he'd wondered if his dad, the father 
he remembered, was still inside the deteriorated body—and 
then he"d do something like ask a simple question, or make 
a small gesture, and Dakota would know his dad was still 
there, no matter what. 


“Does it involve that young man Wally?” 


Dakota nodded. “I caught him sneaking back from the old 
shed behind the house a few minutes after Phillip had done 
the same thing. It"s pretty obvious what they were doing.” 
Dakota felt his hurt swell up again. He"d thought Wally had 
feelings for him, and he certainly was developing feelings 
for the little spitfire. 


“No, it"s not.” Dakota watched as a bit of fire raised in his 
dad"s eyes. “You always jumped to conclusions as a kid and 
you"re doing it now. Did you ask him what he was doing?” 
Dakota shook his head. “I saw how that boy looked at you 
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the guys roping the other day.” His voice was becoming 
more and more raspy. Dakota motioned for him to rest, but 
he'd have none of it. “He cares for you, and | know you like 
him.” 


“How can you be so okay with this?” Dakota could hardly 
believe he was talking to his dad about his feelings for Wally. 
He could barely admit them to himself. 


“You"re my son.” Those three words seemed to Say it all for 
him. “When your mother and | were first married, we fought 
like rabid dogs until we realized we needed to talk to one 
another. Once we did that, we could handle anything.” He 
began to cough, and Dakota reached for the water again, 
but his father motioned it away. 


“You've been alone for a long time, and | want you to be 
happy. It doesn"t matter if it"s a man or a woman, as long as 
you"re happy.” 


“But he hurt me, Dad.” 


“What if you"re wrong and you"re hurting for nothing?” 
Jesus Christ, the man could cut to the quick of things fast. 
Dakota tried to figure out what to say to that, and he saw 
his dad"s eyes drift shut, a slight smile on his face. Dakota 
blinked back the emotion from his eyes. How in hell did I get 
so lucky? 


Leaving the room, Dakota walked to the kitchen and made a 
light breakfast for them, returning to the room and helping 
his dad eat. The nurse arrived an hour later and helped his 
dad into his chair before wheeling him to the living room. 


“I have some things to do, Dad.” 


“I"d say so,” his dad quipped, and Dakota followed his gaze 
out the window to where Wally was leaning against the rail 
of the paddock watching the horses, with Phillip next to him. 
They were talking, but it was obvious even from this 
vantage that they were just friends. 


“Fuck,” Dakota swore under his breath. He"d been stupid 
and jumped to a conclusion he now knew was wrong. But 
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Wally looked so guilty? There was only one way to find out— 
take his dad"s advice and ask him. 


Walking to the door, Dakota stepped onto the porch and 
watched as Wally and Phillip talked earnestly, with Wally 
talking rapidly and Phillip nodding a little reluctantly. A few 
words reached Dakota's ears. He didn"t say anything, but it 
became very apparent when Wally knew he was watching. 
Wally"s back became rigid, and Dakota saw Phillip say 
something to him and then walk away. 


Slowly, Dakota descended the stairs, forcing himself to walk 
forward. As he got closer, Dakota saw the fire in Wally"s 
eyes. 


“Wally, I"m....” But before he could say any more, he felt a 
blow to his chest and then he was on the ground, bouncing 
on his ass. “What the hell was that for?” 


“You ignored me all morning instead of being man enough 
to talk to me! Was all that crap about agreeing to disagree 
just a crock of shit?” Wally stood over him, bouncing on his 
heels like he was getting ready to beat the shit out of him. 


Dakota put his hands up in surrender, and Wally settled 
down alittle. “What are you talking about? | thought you 
and Phillip had gone to the shed for a little fun.” Dakota 
looked away, realizing he was way off base, but not sure 
what was going on. 


Wally stilled but continued glaring down at him. “You 
thought Phillip and | were...?” Wally rolled his eyes. “Puh- 
lease. The man is a great friend, but come on, have you 
seen his closet? He"s got more leather in there than you 
have in your tack room.” Wally shuddered dramatically, still 
standing over him. 


“Do you think | can get up, or are you gonna punch me 
again?” Dakota asked as he got to his feet, keeping a 
distance between him and Wally. “What were you doing in 
the shed?” 


Now it was Wally"s turn to look contrite. “I think I"d better 
Show you, but you probably won't be any happier.” 
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Dakota rubbed his chest. Wally hadn"t hurt him, other than 
bouncing him on his butt. “As long as you don"t plan on 
punching me again.” 


“I won"t, as long as you don"t start acting like an ass again, 
giving me the silent treatment and shit.” Wally didn"t smile, 
and Dakota wondered what the hell could be in that shed. 
He let Wally lead the way across the yard, and Dakota 
noticed that Wally slowed down, lightening his steps and 
listening at the door. 


“What"s—” 


“Shhh.” Wally motioned to his lips and cracked the door 
open, peering inside before opening it far enough for Dakota 
to take a look. 


Looking inside, at first Dakota thought it was one of the 
dogs, but he quickly realized what it was. Closing the door, 
he stepped away from the shed, his head throbbing with 
every beat of his heart. 


“What the hell do you think you"re doing?” he hissed 
between clenched teeth as he continued walking away from 
the shed and its potentially lethal inhabitant. 


“She was hurt and needed help,” Wally explained calmly, as 
though people helped injured wolves every day. He even 
had the nerve to look at Dakota like he was nuts. 


“You brought a wolf, a live wolf, onto the ranch?” Dakota 
yelled, his head feeling like it was ready to explode with 
frustration. 


“You could have gotten killed, or ripped to shreds.” He knew 
he wasn't making much sense, but he didn"t give a fuck. 
“How in the hell did you get it here, anyway?” 


“I carried her,” Wally supplied calmly. 


“You carried her, just like that? Her mate just let you walk 
away with her.” 


“The cavalry chased him off.” Wally"s voice remained calm 
and even. On cue, probably because of the yelling, the dogs 
raced 107 


Andrew Grey 


across the yard, their barking drowning out the yelling. 
“See? The cavalry,” Wally said as the dogs raced around his 
legs. 


Dakota stood speechless, his mouth hanging open. How in 
hell could he argue with that? “Are you insane? He could 
have ripped you to shreds.” The thought of anything or 
anyone hurting Wally overshadowed his own anger, and he 
found himself pulling Wally to him, hugging the smaller man 
tight against him. “Don"t you ever do that again!” He felt 
himself breathing like he"d run a marathon, and then the 
realization sank in. “What are we going to do with her?” 


“There's not much we can do. | removed the bullet and 
stitched her up, but | don"t know if she'll live, although she 
did look like she was breathing better. I"m hoping she'll 
recover enough to get away on her own. | know you"re 
angry | brought her here, but | couldn"t let her suffer and 
die, | just couldn't.” 


Fuck, one look from Wally"s big eyes and there was no way 
he could tell the man no. “I think I"m starting to understand 
just how strongly you feel about this.” 


“It"s not just wolves, Dakota, but any wild animal.” Wally 
rested his head against Dakota"s chest. “| feel very strongly 
that we should be guardians of nature, not gardeners, 
because if we don"t protect what we have, it'll be gone 
forever. | know they"re a threat, but that includes wolves, 
just as much as it includes buffalo, and geysers, and the 
mountains over there.” He indicated the high peaks of the 
Tetons in the distance. “I just hope you can try to 
understand.” 


“But what are we going to do with her? | mean, her mate 
may come looking for her, and I can"t have him hanging 


around the ranch. The guys will shoot him, and | won"t be 
able to stop them.” 


Dakota saw Wally look up at him. “I hope you know that I"m 
only doing this for you and that she has to be out of here as 
soon as possible.” Fuck, he hoped he wouldn't regret doing 
this, but somehow he figured that was inevitable. “No good 
deed goes unpunished,” he murmured under his breath. 


“What?” 
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Dakota shook his head. “Nothing.” Slowly, he guided Wally 
toward the house. There was work to do, and he figured it 
was best not to dwell on the threat in the shed. Hopefully, it 
wouldn"t be there very long. “My dad asked about you this 
morning.” 


“He did?” Wally asked as they reached the front porch. 


Dakota nodded slowly. “I told him, about me. Well, more 
accurately he told me he already knew.” 


“Feels pretty good when people accept you for who you are, 
doesn"t it?” Dakota smiled when Wally looked up at him, his 
eyes shining. “I"m sorry | scared you, and | shouldn"t have 
brought the wolf here without your permission.” 


“Let's go inside.” Dakota opened the door. As Wally walked 
by him, Dakota grabbed that tight little butt. Wally squeaked 
and walked faster, chuckling softly. 


“Hey, Dad,” Dakota called with a smile when he saw his dad 
in his chair, looking out the window. “It"s great outside. 


Would you like to sit on the porch for a while?” 
Dakota wheeled his dad outside as Wally held the door. 


Grabbing his laptop, Dakota sat in one of the chairs, 
propping the computer on his lap. “What are you doing?” 
Wally asked, peering over his shoulder, close enough that 
Dakota got a nose full of his warm scent. Forgetting himself 
for a minute, he almost brought Wally down for a kiss but 
stopped himself just in time. Looking up, he saw Greg 
scowling at them as he crossed the yard. At least he"d been 
keeping his big mouth shut. 


“Updating the herd records. Each head is tagged, and we 
keep detailed records on each one. Everything from where 
they graze, vet records, all kinds of information, which 
needs to be updated regularly.” Dakota went back to work, 
but Wally didn"t move, and soon he felt warm fingers 
working his shoulder muscles. Dakota turned to his dad but 
only saw a contented expression and so continued his work, 
soaking up the attention. 
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After a while, he closed the laptop and relaxed into the 
chair. 


Wally"s arms wound around his neck and he rested against 
Dakota"s shoulder, warm breath caressing his skin. It felt 
nice being taken care of, even if it was only for a few 
minutes. Dakota took care of everyone—his dad, the men— 
and it felt nice to have someone take care of him fora 
while. Sliding his hand around, he stroked Wally"s leg as he 
found himself dozing off, until the phone rang. Thankfully, 
he"d remembered to grab it along with his laptop. 


“Hi, Doc. What"s going on?” The vet rarely called him; the 
man was usually too busy for casual conversation. 


“Is Wally around?” 


“Sure, hang on.” He handed Wally the phone and half 
listened to Wally"s side of the conversation. It wasn"t long, 
but Wally went from relaxed to excited in about thirty 
seconds. 


“Okay, I"Il be ready.” Wally hung up the phone, handing it 
back. “He"s on his way to a call and asked if Id like to join 
him. He said one of the horse's at”—Wally hesitated a 
second—“the Milford place was having twins and he's on his 
way.” 


Dakota whistled. “That's really rare.” Wally gave him an 
excited kiss and then bounded down the steps to Phillip"s 
car and grabbed a bag as the vet's truck pulled into the 
yard. Wally climbed in and, with a wave, they were heading 
out again. 


“See, | told you.” Dakota turned to his dad, listening. “He 
looks at you like you hung the moon.” His father breathed 
hard, and Dakota wondered if he should have brought him 
outside, but then his breathing settled and returned to 
normal. “I take it it wasn"t what you thought.” 


“No. In some ways, it"s worse.” Dakota told his dad about 
the wolf. “He could have been killed.” It surprised him no 
end that his first and most potent reaction was Wally"s 
safety when what was in the shed represented a threat to 
the entire ranch. “Do you think it"s bad that I"m putting 
Wally first?” He wasn"t sure he was wording it 110 
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right, but in his mind, Wally was becoming more and more 
important to him. 


His dad"s eyes closed, and Dakota figured he'd fallen 
asleep. 


“No. | think you should always put the people you care for 
first.” Dakota whipped his head around, staring at his dad in 
open-mouthed surprise. “I can see it and I"m happy about it. 
You shouldn"t be alone. And as for that wolf, we"ve been 
dealing with them for decades now and we'll continue into 
the future. It"s part of the business.” His dad coughed, and 
Dakota gave him some water. 


“I know I didn"t use to feel that way, but facts are facts, and 
this Wally can"t deny a part of himself any more than you 
can deny the way you feel for this ranch.” 


“How'd you get so smart?” Dakota settled back in his chair. 


“I was always this smart, you just didn"t see it.” A pleased 
smirk warmed his dad"s face, and Dakota figured he"d been 
saving up that line for years. “Now go get some work done. 
I"m gonna nap here for a while and | don"t need an 
audience.” His dad"s eyes drifted closed, and Dakota shook 
his head. This truly was a good day, and it felt almost like he 
really had his dad back. Maybe it was his new medication or 
maybe just luck, but he"d take all the good days he could 
get with him. 


Standing up, Dakota walked down the steps and toward the 
barn, feeling happy and sort of light. Over the past few 
days, he"d come out to his dad and the men. He hadn"t 
realized how much the secrets and fear were draining him. 
“Hey, Boss,” one of the men called as he passed. Returning 
a greeting, he continued to the paddock. 


A call carried over the yard. “What the fuck?!” Dakota 
turned and saw Greg backing away from the shed. Taking off 
at a run, he sped to him. 


“It"s okay,” Dakota said as he reached the startled man. 
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“1...” Greg looked over his shoulder at the shed as Dakota 
ushered him away. “I went looking for the chainsaw that 
Mario said was in the shed and”—he looked over his 
shoulder again— “Jesus. 


Was that...?” 


“I"m afraid so. Wally found it this morning. He believes 
that"s the wolf you shot last night.” Dakota kept his voice 
low. 


“What the hell is it doing in there? Why didn"t he just kill it?” 


Greg asked matter-of-factly, like that was the only logical 
solution. 


Dakota knew that for the men on the ranch it was, but for 
Wally, it was something else indeed, and Dakota found he 
liked that about him. If the man showed the same care he"d 
had for the wolf to his other patients, he was going to make 
a really fine vet. 


“That"s not something Wally can do. He found her in the 
ravine and couldn"t just let her die. I know it"s hard to 
understand. 


Hell, | don"t fully understand it myself. | think of it like this: 
the same drive that made him take off with Doc this 
morning to help with the birth of twin horses at Milford"s 
also drove him to help the wolf.” Dakota inclined his head 
toward the shed. 


“That"s nuts!” Greg replied as they walked back to the 
paddock. “Don"t he know that wolf will take down one of the 
calves, given the chance? That"s plum crazy, if you ask 
me,” 


Shaking his head, Greg lumbered off into the barn, 
muttering under his breath the entire time. 


Dakota got to work. He needed something physical to do, so 
he spent the rest of the morning cleaning up the barn before 
getting out the mower and cutting the grass in the yard 
around the house. At noon, he made lunch and ate with his 
dad on the porch. 


“It"s getting warm. Do you want to go inside, Dad?” 
“Hell, no. | almost feel alive out here.” 


Dakota laughed as a car pulled up and the nurse got out. 
“Hi, Mr. Holden, Dakota.” She walked up the steps. “Let's 
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cleaned up.” She released the brakes on the chair. “Don"t 
worry. I"Il bring you back out when we're done.” 


Dakota opened the door and she took him inside. As he 
closed the door, a truck pulled into the drive. When it 
stopped, Wally got out, talking a mile a minute as he 
thanked Doc. 


“You got time for a drink?” Dakota called as he walked 
toward the vehicle. 


The vet"s head popped out of the side window. “Love to, but 
I"m expected back at the office.” With a wave, he pulled 
away, the truck bouncing down the drive and out to the 
road. 


“God, Kota. That was incredible.” Wally hurried to him, and 
Dakota grunted softly as the smaller man careened into 
him, hugging tight, his narrative never letting up. “She was 
huge, looked about ready to explode. We got there just in 
time to see the birth of the first colt. The second one 
followed soon after.” 


“Any problems?” Dakota soothed his hands through Wally"s 
hair, really liking that Wally wasn"t moving away. 


“Nope. Two beautiful colts. They"re a little small, but that"s 
to be expected.” Dakota could feel Wally"s energy; he was 
practically vibrating with it. 


“Would you like something to eat?” Wally nodded and 
released him from the hug. “Then let"s get you something 
and then we can go for a ride.” Dakota took Wally"s hand 
and led him inside. 


“Where's Phillip?” Wally asked as he looked around. 


Dakota smirked. “He"s with Mario, and you won't believe 
this, but they"re replacing fence posts.” 


Wally began to laugh. “You mean he's got Phillip doing 
physical labor? Good God. l"d pay money to see that.” 


Dakota finished making Wally"s sandwich and brought it to 
the table. “I think Mario has a thing for Phillip.” He sat 


across from Wally and watched him chew. The man was 
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what he was doing, and Dakota started to wonder if he was 
up for some fun. A thump from the back of the house 
reminded him that they weren"t alone, and he settled into 
his thoughts, most of them borderline pornographic, as he 
let Wally eat his sandwich. 


Bellies full and horses saddled, Wally led the way across the 
range. “Can you show me where you found the wolf?” 
Dakota asked as he sped up his horse until he was riding 
next to Wally. 


“Sure.” He pointed. “It was in the ravine just over there.” 


Wally led the way toward the old creek bed, stopping and 
Slipping off the horse as they got close. “The sand is a little 
unstable.” 


Dakota dismounted and stood next to him, holding the reins 
as he looked into the long depression in the ground. He 
could see where the dirt looked caked and was definitely 
darker. He assumed it was because of the blood. “How in 
hell did you get up there carrying an unconscious wolf?” 
Dakota looked at him, suddenly very concerned. “She was 
unconscious, right?” 


“Yes. And | guess the excitement gave me the strength.” 


“And you carried her all the way back from here?” Dakota 
looked toward the ranch buildings. “That must have seemed 
like forever.” He"d seen Wally in action, but the small man 
really was a bundle of energy. His horse began to stomp 
nervously, bobbing his head and snorting. “What is it, boy?” 


Dakota asked, looking around as Wally"s horse began acting 
the same way. “You smell something?” 


Wally was thinking the same. “There's something in the 
grass over near the trees.” Wally pointed and Dakota 
watched. Sure enough, a small movement in the grass that 
wasn"t caused by the breeze caught his attention. 


“We should get out of here. He"s looking for her, and we're 
at his starting point,” Dakota said with more than a hint of 
concern. 


Wally turned his horse and mounted quickly, spurring him 
back toward the farm, and Dakota followed right behind. As 
they got closer to the buildings, the horses settled again, 
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a stop next to Wally, who"d been waiting for him. “He"s not 
going to stop looking for her, you know that? And if she's at 
the ranch, we"re going to have a visitor sooner or later.” 


The light in Wally"s eyes faded, and Dakota knew he 
realized it too. “What should | do?” 


“This evening, we are going to return her to the ravine 
where he last saw her. At least that way, he won't be 
coming to the ranch.” 


“| hope she"s well enough.” Wally"s eyes were full of 
conflict. 


“I see her and want to help her, but | see you and | don"t 
want you hurt or to cause problems for the ranch.” 


“But you did help her, Wally. She"s a wild animal, and you 
couldn"t help her any more than you have without taking 
away her freedom.” God, he could hardly believe he was 
sympathizing with a wolf. Wally was definitely rubbing off on 
him, or maybe—he looked at the concerned look on the 
smaller man's face—maybe Wally was just getting to him, 
period. 


“I guess you"re right.” Wally"s face broke into a smile. “And 
thanks for the ,we". It means a lot.” Wally leaned closer and 
Dakota met him halfway, kissing those soft lips. “I know this 
is difficult and I"m only making things harder.” 


“You can say that again.” Dakota looked toward his lap and 
then up at Wally, who smirked back at him. 


Wally latched onto the back of his head and drew him into 
another, deeper kiss. “It"s not just you.” They continued 
kissing until Wally"s horse decided they"d stayed where 
they were long enough and began walking toward the 
ranch, separating their lips. Taking the hint, they continued 
back to the barn. As they passed the yard, Dakota saw his 
dad on the porch, sleeping contentedly in his chair, and the 
nurse packing her things and getting ready to leave. 


She walked over to him as Dakota slid from the horse. “He's 
had his bath and he just wanted to be outside. | changed his 
bedding while he was up and made sure everything was set 
for you tonight.” 
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She smiled and he thanked her, looking to his dad, sleeping. 
“He"s having a great day. He told me all about the talk you 


had.” Dakota's eyes grew wide; he wasn"t sure how happy 
he was about that. 


“Sometimes the disease takes away the ability to censor 
their soeech.” She patted him on the shoulder. “His telling 
me means he'"s proud of you.” With another smile, she 
packed her things in the car and waved as she pulled away. 


“Everything okay?” Wally asked as he came out of the barn, 
taking the reins of Dakota"s horse. 


Dakota blinked a few times, trying to make sure he wasn't 
dreaming. “I was expecting swearing and a lot of yelling, 
maybe a few threats, when folks found out | was gay.” 


“Are you forgetting Greg?” Wally walked the horse toward 
the barn, and Dakota followed, pulling himself out of his 
momentary daydream. 


“How could I? The image of you laying him out will stay with 
me for years.” Dakota opened the stall door and Wally 
walked the horse inside. “He's just a loudmouth who's 
afraid of what everyone else is going to think about 
everything. The man never had an original thought in his 
life.” 


“Those are the ones you need to watch.” Wally stepped out 
of the stall and leaned his back against the closed door. 
“Don"t get me wrong, | think you deciding it"s time to stop 
hiding and lying is wonderful, and you"ve had a great 
experience up to now, but don"t be surprised if it doesn"t 
last, especially when it gets around town— 


and it will.” 


“That's what I"m afraid of.” Dakota nervously shifted his 
weight from one foot to the other. 


“People will surprise you, both ways. Some people you 
thought would be open-minded won'"t talk to you anymore 
and some people will just accept it without batting an eye.” 
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“Is that what happened to you?” Dakota felt his nervousness 
subsiding. It was nice having someone to talk to. He"d 
talked about some of this with Phillip on the phone, but 
having someone here whom he liked and trusted felt really 
good. 


Wally nodded. “My best friend from college refused to return 
my calls after | came out. We'd lived together for a year and 
spent all our free time together. | came out after | graduated 
with my bachelor's degree, and he never returned a call 
after that.” Wally"s eyes were bright, and he shrugged, a bit 
dramatically. “It"s not a big deal now, but then it hurt, really 
bad. | really thought he"d be supportive.” Wally stepped 
closer, and Dakota felt his warmth and smelled the scent of 
the range on him as he hugged him. “The important thing is 
to be yourself, and others will come around. You just need to 
show them that you"re the same person you always were, 
and to most people it won"t matter at all.” 


Dakota thought Wally was about to kiss him, but footsteps 
interrupted them, and Wally stepped back. Dakota turned 
and saw Greg, looking flustered and very uncomfortable. “Is 
there something you needed?” 


“Just some things from the tack room,” Greg replied, and 
Dakota watched him warily as he walked through the barn, 
noticing that Greg gave them a wide berth but nodded a 
little to Wally. 


They heard more footsteps, and Phillip"s voice carried 
through the barn. “A real dance?” 


“Yes, with real cowboys.” Mario followed behind a rather 
stiff-legged Phillip. “You can have your pick, I"m sure,” Mario 
added a little tersely. 


“I already have the cowboy | want, but | don"t expect you 
can dance with me,” Phillip teased. Dakota laughed out loud 
when Phillip actually batted his eyes at Mario. 


“It"s line dancing, so we can stand next to each other.” 
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That seemed to pacify Phillip, much to Mario"s amusement. 
“Do you two want to go with us?” Phillip asked. 


Dakota looked at Wally, who shrugged. “I don't really dance 
very well.” Dakota felt a zing pass through him as Wally slid 
his hand down his lower back. “And we have a chore to take 
care of, then | think | need to give you your reward for being 
so understanding.” Wally lifted his eyebrows slightly. 


Dakota couldn"t help leaning close. “What kind of reward?” 


“That depends,” Wally said, with a nip at his ear, and 
Dakota couldn"t suppress a shiver. Damn, the man could be 
sinfully evil. 


Dakota swallowed the groan of arousal that threatened. “| 
think we'll pass, but you have a good time and make sure 
the men stick to the rules,” Dakota warned lightly. 


“The rules?” Phillip asked. 


“During the week they need to watch how much they drink. 


Saturday nights are okay, but being drunk during the week 
means they won't do shit the next morning,” Mario said 
before returning his attention to Dakota. “We got the fence 
posts set, so tomorrow we'll string the wire. | told the men 
to hang it up for the day.” 


Dakota nodded his agreement and then watched as Mario 
guided Phillip out of the barn. 


“I need to check on Dad.” Dakota wanted nothing more than 
to spend the rest of the afternoon with Wally, but there were 
things to be done, no matter what. And if he didn"t do 
something, he'd end up rolling with Wally in the hayloft, and 
the man deserved better than that—much better. Dakota 
shook his head at himself. With other men, a roll in the hay 
was all he"d ever looked for, but he wanted more from 
Wally, and for Wally. Jesus fucking hell, what was he going to 
do when Wally went home? The realization hit him in the 
stomach like a sucker punch. 


“You okay?” Wally"s question pulled him out of his thoughts. 
“You looked like you were in pain for a second.” 
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“I"m fine.” Dakota tried to wipe the expression off his face. 
“| need to see to Dad.” He hoped it didn"t sound too much 
like an excuse to get away, but that was what he needed 
right now. 


“Then I"ll unsaddle the horses and meet you inside later.” 


Wally looked confused, and Dakota knew he should say 
something, but nothing came. His own emotions were 
suddenly too close to the surface. Reaching out, he ran his 
fingers down Wally"s arm, hoping the touch would be 
reassurance enough, before walking away. At the door, he 
turned around and did his best to smile, with Wally returning 
it. 


On the porch, his dad"s eyes were still closed, but as soon 
as Dakota walked up the steps, they slid open, and he saw a 
half smile on his dad"s face. “Did you have fun?” 


“We didn't do anything special.” 
“But did you have fun?” 

Dakota nodded. “Yes.” 

“That"s how you know, Kota.” 


“Know what?” But he didn"t get an answer. His dad"s eyes 
slid closed again. When he repeated the question, his dad 
didn"t respond. 


Dakota knew the man was probably playing possum, but he 
couldn"t push. It wouldn"t do him any good anyway. “He 
thinks he"s some sort of oracle now,” Dakota muttered, 
walking inside and going to the refrigerator to get a beer 
and grabbing two, figuring Wally could use one when he was 
done. 


Going back outside, he saw the man who seemed to occupy 
his thoughts constantly walking toward him, a big smile on 
his face. 


“The doc just called and said that the twin colts are doing 
fine.” 


Dakota offered him the beer, and Wally sat next to him, the 
beer taking the edge off the warm summer breeze. 


As the sun got lower, Dakota moved his dad indoors and 
began making dinner. As he cooked, he could hear Wally 
and his dad talking in low tones in the other room. Listening 
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smiled. His dad was asking Wally about being gay. “Did | do 
something wrong? Could I have helped him?” Dakota 
Supposed these were typical questions and easier to ask of 
someone you knew wouldn't sugarcoat the responses. But it 
was Wally"s answers that surprised him. They were framed 
with such thought and care. 


“Dakota is the special man he is because of you. Did you 
make him gay? No. But did you help turn him into the man 
and son you can be proud of? Then yes. And that's all that"s 
important.” Dakota blinked a few extra times as he went 
back to his cooking, trying not to think about how he'd feel 
in a week when Wally left. 


After a quiet dinner, Dakota excused himself and walked out 
to the barn. He heard the men standing together near the 
bunkhouse door, talking and laughing as they teased each 
other about the girls they each wanted to dance with. As he 
made sure everything was buttoned down for the night, he 
heard the trucks start and pull away, the ranch becoming 
quiet. 


“Are you ready?” 


Dakota jumped slightly. “Yes.” 


“Did | do something? Are you mad because | was talking to 
your dad?” 


“God, no.” Dakota turned around, seeing those big eyes 
filled with worry. “I"ve just been thinking about you leaving.” 


“I was going to tell you later, but Doc Hastings offered me a 
job today. He"s getting busier than he can handle alone and 
offered me a position with him. Maybe even a partnership 
eventually, if things work out.” 


“So you mean this vacation might not be it for us?” 


“That depends on us. | didn't realize how much I"d like it 
here.” Wally"s eyes narrowed. “And before you ask, if | took 
the position it would be for that reason, not because of you. 
I"d never put that kind of pressure on you. That wouldn't be 
fair.” Wally stepped closer. “Although you are a pretty nice 
bonus.” 
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“Lam, huh?” Wally squirmed as Dakota tickled his ribs. 
“That's not fair!” Wally giggled as he tried to get away. 


Dakota stopped and moved closer, gathering Wally into his 
arms. “So what's your plan for moving the wolf?” 


“| checked on her a few minutes ago and she"s awake, but 
not able to walk very well yet. The muscles of her hind leg 
will take a few days to heal. | think I"Il have to tranquilize 
her lightly and then we can carry her back to the ravine. | 
figured we could do it on the blanket. That way there won"t 
be much of our scent on her.” 


Dakota released him and started walking toward the house. 
“Where are you going?” Wally asked. 

“To get my gun.” 

“What for?” 


“Wally.” He stopped and turned around. “I"m not going 
without protection. I"m not worried about her, but her mate 
may have other ideas, particularly as soon as he catches 
her scent. There won"t be anything that"ll keep him away 
from her, and he may go through us to get to her.” 


“You won't hurt him, will you?” 


Dakota hated the doubt and concern in Wally"s voice. “I"I 
do my best not to. But | won"t have you hurt.” Wally"s 
expression softened as he half-smiled. “Get your kit and I'll 
meet you out back.” 


Wally nodded and Dakota walked to the house, grabbing his 
rifle and going out the back door. He saw Wally walk 
cautiously toward the shed and then around the side, 
cracking the door. A muffled thump reached his ears, and 
Wally stepped back as he saw the wolf hobble out of the 
shed and then sort of collapse onto the ground. Dakota 
hurried over and saw Wally wrapping her in the saddle 
blanket as he approached. “How should we do this?” 
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“Let's use the blanket as a sling. We can each take a side. 


She's not that heavy, and we can walk her over pretty 
quickly.” 


Wally repositioned her on the blanket without actually 
touching her. 


When he was satisfied, they lifted the corners and began 
walking her across the field. Dakota carried his rifle, ready 
to drop the blanket at the first sign of the male. 


“If he's looking for her, he could already be watching us.” 


Dakota kept scanning the range for any sign of the large 
predator. 


“I know.” Even Wally was nervous. And as they approached 
the ravine, the nervous tension ratcheted up for both of 
them. 


At the rise near the lip of the long depression, they set their 
bundle down carefully, and Dakota allowed himself to look 
at her for the first time. “She really is beautiful, isn"t she?” 
Wally didn"t answer but gave him an I-told-you-so look. 
Turning away, Dakota scanned the range one last time. “We 
need to hurry. Her scent is very strong, and he'll pick up on 
it quick in this breeze.” 


Picking up the corners again, they descended down the 
bank carefully and slowly. Dakota felt his feet slip, and he 
started to slide as the gravel rolled beneath his feet. “Kota!” 
Wally called from behind him as he steadied himself. 


“I"m okay. Just be careful.” Dakota took another step and 
watched as Wally started down the sides, sliding just as he 
had. 


Somehow they made it to the bottom. 


“Kota, she"s coming to.” Wally set down the blanket, and 
Dakota did the same as the wolf raised her head. 
Scampering away, Dakota raced up the bank with Wally 
right behind him, reaching the top as a deep, menacing 
growl made them both turn around. The male glared at 
them from across the ravine, and Dakota thought he might 
try to leap it. 


“Back away, Kota.” Wally said, his voice cracking with fear 
as he stepped back slowly. 
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Dakota followed suit, lifting his rifle in readiness. Dakota 
heard a soft whimper and saw the alpha male jump into the 
depression as they continued backing away. He didn't take 
his eyes away from where the wolf had disappeared or stop 
backing away until they were well clear. “Okay, hurry.” They 
turned together and ran across the range toward the ranch, 
turning back every few minutes, but nothing seemed to be 
following them. “He must be too concerned with her.” 
Neither of them stopped running until they reached the 
porch of the house. Doubling over, they gasped for breath 
as a high-pitched call echoed over the ranch, followed by a 
much softer one. 


“Thank you, Kota.” Wally blinked a few times, smiling up at 
him, the tension sliding from the smaller man"s body. 


“Let's get inside; we need showers, and maybe some 
alcohol.” 


A rancher helping wolves—now that definitely called for 
alcohol. 


“We both smell like wolf, dirt, and horse.” Wally nodded and 
followed him inside, down the hall, and into his bedroom, 
closing the door behind them. “Aren"t you going to shower?” 


“Of course,” Wally replied, as he pulled off his shirt and 
began toeing off his shoes. “I thought we'd save water.” The 
pants came next, and then Wally stood in front of him, 
naked and very excited as he prowled closer. “I suggest you 
get naked unless you intend to shower in your clothes.” 


“Fuck,” Dakota gasped as he started opening buttons. 


“That comes later.” Wally"s fingers reached for the button 
on Dakota"s jeans, popping it open and sliding the fabric 
down his legs, fingers encircling his length. Dakota's fingers 
fumbled to remove his shirt, and he arched as Wally'"s lips 
latched onto a nipple. He just gave up, letting his hands fall 
to his side, giving himself over to Wally completely, hoping 
his knees didn"t give out. 
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“GOD, you taste good,” Wally moaned softly against 
Dakota"s flesh as he felt the bigger man arch into his touch, 
hips thrusting toward him. 


“I"ll taste better when I"m clean,” Dakota gasped as Wally 
sucked harder, moving his hand in time with Dakota's hips. 
“Wally, I"m not gonna last if you keep that up.” 


With a huff, Wally made himself step back, releasing his 
fingers, and then smiled as he watched Dakota"s chest 
heave raggedly. “Then get those clothes off so | can get you 
in the shower and really blow your mind.” 


Dakota"s shirt slipped off, and then his pants, and Wally 
followed his naked butt into the bathroom, one hand on 
each cheek. 


“I take it you"re planning to join me,” Dakota said playfully 
as he reached the bathroom and turned on the water. Wally 
watched as Dakota stepped under the spray, turning toward 
him, hands gliding over his chest. Rivers of water flowed 
down sun-kissed skin, plastering down dark chest hair. 
Wally"s mouth watered as he stepped forward and put his 
arms around Dakota before drawing the curtain, enclosing 
them in a cocoon of watery warmth. 


Lips latched onto his shoulder, kissing and nibbling gently as 
big hands slid down Wally"s back, cupping his butt. “Kota.” 
He squirmed slightly, moving away. 


“What?” Hands stilled, eyes half closed with desire. 
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“I can"t think when you do that.” Wally let his eyes rake 
over the big man. “Put your hands over your head.” 
Dakota"s eyes darkened and he raised his arms, tilting his 
head questioningly. 


“This is for you, and | want to take my time, and I can"t do 
that with Mr. Magic Fingers.” Wally watched as Dakota"s 
hands clasped the base of the shower head. 


Soaping his hands, Wally started with the broad shoulders, 
rubbing and soothing the taut skin, feeling the muscles fire 
and jerk beneath his hands. The chest was next, clipped hair 
passing beneath his palms, tickling his hands. Reaching 
around, Wally turned off the water, the small enclosure 
becoming quiet, the only sound now Dakota's breathing. 
“Now, you're all mine.” Straightening up, Wally returned to 
his washing, hands making small circles on Dakota"s 
stomach, the muscles rippling, hips rocking as his fingers 
slid through the hair on his belly and down the treasure trail 
to the base of the thick cock. 


“Wally, that"s not helping.” Dakota"s head fell back against 
the tile as Wally ran his hands along its length, smiling at 
the effect he was having on his big lover. 


“You want me to stop?” Wally squeezed the base of the hard 
length without moving his hands and saw the sheer 
frustrated pleasure on Dakota's face. 


“Nooo,” he whined softly. 


Loving the control he had over Dakota"s pleasure, Wally 
soaped his hands again and began running them down the 
thick, muscular legs, feeling them flex and shake as he 
kneaded the firm muscle. “Wally, you"re killing me. Fuck!” 
Dakota threw his head back, knees nearly buckling as Wally 
ran a finger along Dakota's cleft, circling the puckered skin 
he found there. God, all of Kota felt good, and he loved the 
way the big man responded to his touch. 


Wally already knew that his own body craved Dakota"s 
touch, and it was incredible to know that Dakota felt the 


same way, that he could make the big man's body sing. 
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Turning the water back on, he washed away the soap, his 
hands still curled around Dakota's thigh, feeling the muscle 
Shake. 


Leaning close, he ran his tongue along the bobbing length 
between his legs, hearing a hiss and feeling the leg shake 
even more. “You taste good, Kota.” 


“Unhhhh.” Wally loved that he"d reduced his lover to mere 
sounds, and he slid his lips over Dakota's length, his tongue 
working the ridge of the head. Dakota went wild, bucking his 
hips and filling the small space with his moans and 
whimpers. Grasping Dakota's butt, Wally spread the cheeks 
and slid a finger over the entrance, working it inside, 
hearing Dakota"s whimpers become more urgent. 


“Wally!” He knew instantly when he'd found the spot. 
Dakota yelled and bucked forward, coming hard, and Wally 
gladly took everything he had. 


Wally felt Dakota"s knees start to give out and he held his 
man tight, water sluicing over both of them. Deep breathing 
filled his ears, and Dakota"s hands glided over his back. 
How long they stood like that, Wally didn"t know or care. 
Then he felt fingers work through his hair, shampooing it 
clean. 


Dakota could barely move, so Wally finished washing 
himself and turned off the water. “What about you?” Dakota 
asked, as Wally handed him a towel. 


“We're not done yet, cowboy, not by a long shot.” Wally 
flipped the towel over his shoulders and dried his back 
before hanging up the towel and walking into the bedroom. 
Dakota followed, tackling him onto the mattress, their lips 
meeting in a searing, deep kiss. Wally arched and cried out 
softly as Dakota tongued a nipple and big hands worked 
beneath him, a butt cheek cradled in each one. “I want you, 
Kota, want to feel you around me.” 


Wally felt Dakota still and wondered if he"d gone too far. 


They'd never talked about their roles, and he"d just 
assumed they were both versatile, but maybe he was 
wrong. 


“I"ve never done that.” 
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Wally leaned forward, his arms winding around Dakota"s 
neck. “We don"t have to if you"re not ready. | won"t 
pressure you.” 


The last thing he'd ever want to do is make Dakota 
uncomfortable. 


“It"s not that | don"t want to. It"s just that I"ve never trusted 
anyone enough to let them.” Dakota"s eyes met his, filled 
with depth and something else that didn't quite register. 
Wally swallowed when he realized that it might be love. “But 
| trust you, Wally.” 


Their lips met, softly, tenderly, the desire still burning, but 
tempered for Wally by what Dakota had just told him. 
Dakota was going to let him be his first. The thought was 


almost enough to make him come right there. Dakota 
trusted him. That thought was enough to make Wally shake 
with excitement. For the last few days, whenever he was 
near Kota, he felt pulled to him. And when he was gone, 
Wally looked forward to seeing him again. 


“Roll onto your stomach and relax.” He could see Dakota"s 
legs still shaking a little and realized he"d have to help him. 


Straddling his legs, Wally began running his hands along the 
wide planes that made up Dakota"s back. “Don"t think 
about anything other than what feels good.” He let his 
hands slide lower, glancing over Dakota's solid butt before 
moving up his back again. He was so excited, he could feel 
his dick leaking against Dakota"s skin, but he forced himself 
to calm down and remember that he needed to make this 
good for his cowboy. “Do my hands make you feel good? 
Cared for?” 


“Uh-huhhhh.” 


“Then just think about that.” Wally moved his hands back to 
Kota"s butt, kneading and working the hard globes, letting 
his fingers tease and explore. Leaning forward, he began 
kissing down Dakota's back, moving lower and lower, 
nipping gently at his cheeks. “I bet no one"s ever shown you 
how special it can be.” 


Parting the cheeks, Wally slid his tongue down the cleft and 
over the opening. Dakota"s back arched and his head lolled 
back. Crying out softly, Wally repeated the motion, zeroing 
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opening, laving it with his tongue, Dakota"s unique musk 
filling his nose and mouth. 


“Wally!” He felt Dakota"s hips begin to grind against the 
Sheets. Stilling him with a touch, he probed deeply with his 
tongue, relaxing the muscle, as his hands soothed along his 
lover's sides. 


Wally kissed his way back toward Dakota"s neck, splaying 
his body on top of his hot lover, hands sliding beneath him, 
fingers working his nipples to hard points. “Is this really 
okay?” 


Dakota made some sort of noise and nodded his head. 
“Please, Wally.” His head turned to the side, and Wally met 
his lips in an awkward and sloppy, yet extremely hot kiss. “l 
want this, and | want it to be you.” 


“Let me get you ready.” Wally reached to the bedside stand 
and found the bottle, slicking his fingers before slowly 
pressing one inside, curling his body against Dakota's side, 
wanting for his lover"s sake as well as his own to maintain 
as much skin-to-skin contact as possible. “How does that 
feel?” 


“Strange,” Dakota breathed, “good.” 


Wally let his finger slip away and added another, letting 
Dakota adjust before moving them slowly. The pressure on 
his digits was intense, and his mind flashed to how 
wonderful Dakota was going to feel around him. “More,” 
Dakota cried, and Wally curled his fingers, sending waves of 
pleasure that he could feel course through his lover. “Wally, 
don"t tease me.” 


“I want to see you,” Wally whispered in Dakota"s ear, and 
Dakota rolled over, lifting his legs in a loving invitation. 
Opening the package on the stand, Wally slid on the 
condom and pressed himself against Dakota's entrance, 
Sliding slowly inside. 


“Jesus!” Dakota huffed as his back arched. Wally sank into 
Dakota"s body and stopped, leaning forward, kissing his 
lover. 
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“I can"t tell you how good you feel.” Slowly, carefully, he 
began to move, watching Dakota"s eyes shift from curiosity 
to wonder to “Oh my God.” 


“You're beautiful, you know that?” Wally murmured as he 
watched Dakota"s body move along with his, a light sheen 
of sweat making the dark skin shine in the dim light. Wally 
let his hands wander, sliding over the sexy, hairy chest, 
down the stomach, and along the now hard length. 


“Wally, Wally,” Dakota chanted under his breath as Wally 
stroked him, all their movements taking on a rhythm of their 
own. 


Dakota tightened his muscles and Wally almost lost it, the 
pressure was so intense, but this was Dakota's first time, 
and he was determined that Dakota needed to come first. 
Picking up the pace, he saw Dakota"s stomach begin to 
clench and heard his breathing become ragged. Dakota"s 
head rolled back and forth on the pillow as Wally felt Dakota 
stiffen in his hand. With a soft cry, Dakota came, shooting 
onto Wally"s hand. Every muscle around Wally clenched, 
pulling his own climax from him, and he came deep in 
Dakota's body, tiny lights dancing like sparklers behind his 
eyes. 


Wally opened his eyes, looking at the completely debauched 
man beneath him, and smiled. Eyes half closed, blissful 
expression on his face, skin glistening with sweat, the room 


smelling of them and their passion. He expected Dakota to 
say something—at least he hoped he would—but instead he 
felt himself drawn forward, his lips taken in a hard kiss as he 
slipped from Dakota"s body. Hands soothed down his back 
and Wally went with it, his own skin sliding against 
Dakota"s, clipped chest hair tickling him in the most 
delightful way possible. “We should probably clean up 
again,” 


Wally murmured between their sensual tongue duels. 


“Not on your life. You"d probably kill me if you repeated 
what you did earlier.” Dakota slipped from the bed and slid 
open one of the windows, the night air flowing in, brushing 
over his skin. 
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Removing and discarding the remnants of their release, 
Wally watched Dakota move back toward the bed. The big 
man took him in his arms, soothing him onto the sheets, 
holding him tight. 


Dakota"s breathing evened out almost immediately, and 
Wally felt a tender kiss against his neck as Dakota drifted off 
to sleep. Wally wondered if he should go back to his room 
and made a slight move to leave the bed, but Dakota's 
arms only held him tighter, and he snuffled a little, 
resettling when Wally settled back on the bed. 


“Sleep, sweetheart,” Dakota soothed as his hand slid down 
Wally"s stomach, cupping his balls gently. “Just want to hold 
you.” 


Dakota"s eyes didn"t even open as he murmured his 
thought in a half-awake voice. The breeze cooling his skin, 
Wally closed his eyes and tried to join Dakota in a happy 
Sleep. 


It wasn't working. His mind wouldn't turn off. He was going 
home in little less than a week and he had decisions to 
make. Never in his life had he been so happy about a job 
offer. He actually had the opportunity to stay and work with 
Doc Hastings in his practice. 


The older veterinarian had been great to work with, 
understanding that Wally"s experience was limited with 
larger animals and helping him to learn without talking 
down to him. That part was great. He just had to decide if he 
wanted to move here. 


“Wally.” Dakota"s rumbly voice made his chest flutter 
against his skin. “Whatever you"re thinking about will still 
be there in the morning.” 


Damn it, sometimes the man could almost read his mind. It 
was comforting in a way. 


“Go to sleep.” A hand soothed through his hair, and Wally 
concentrated on Dakota"s skin next to his and felt himself 
finally drift to sleep. 


The bed bounced as Dakota rolled over, and Wally cracked 
open his eyes. The sun was just rising, the windows 
lightening. 


Looking next to him, he couldn"t help grinning at the sight: 
Dakota sprawled on the bed, arms and legs everywhere. The 
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kicked away and acres of skin greeted his happy eyes. Dark 
Skin on the man"s back gave way to white skin where the 
sun never shone. 


Who knew that tan lines could be so attractive? Reaching 
out, he was about to trace them when he heard footsteps in 
the hallway. 


Figuring they were Phillip"s, he slid out of the bed and 
picked up the robe he found flung over the back of a chair. It 
was huge on him, but it smelled like Dakota, and he brought 
the collar to his nose, breathing in the scent before slowly 
opening the bedroom door. 


Sure enough, he found Phillip half asleep at the kitchen 
table, clutching a cup of coffee like his life depended upon 
it. “What are you doing up this early?” 


Phillip"s eyes slid open. “You mean at the ass-crack of 
dawn? 


I"m waiting for Mario. He"s going to take me riding. It seems 
that some of the herd got loose and he"s got to”—Phillip 
shook his head, making a weird gesture—“round them up... 
or something.” 


“I"m sorry you"re not having fun.” Wally slid into a chair. 


Phillip took a deep gulp from his mug. “Not having fun! 
Fuck, I"m having a ball. | get to spend the days with hunky 
men, even if most of them are straight. And at night, the 
cowboy foreman gives me special riding lessons. | couldn't 
have asked for more.” 


Wally knitted his brows in mild confusion. “Don"t you like 
Mario?” 


“He's great, but I"m not falling in love with him or some 
such thing. We"re both having a good time. He knows it and 
| know it.” 


Phillip"s eyes narrowed. “That's how it is for you and 
Dakota, isn"t it?” 


Was it? The twist in his stomach at the thought gave him all 
the answer he needed. He knew it wasn't, at least for him. 
Wally let his gaze drift from Phillip to the top of the table. 


A sharp intake of breath pulled his attention back to his 
tablemate. “You're falling for him, aren"t you?” Phillip"s mug 
thunked on the table. “Jesus Christ, not again.” Wally saw a 
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smile on his friend"s face. “The last vacation | went on, that 
cruise last fall, Gary met Scott and those two have been 
shacked up for months, happy as clams.” 


Wally knew both men but hadn"t been aware of Phillip"s 
involvement in their courtship. “So what"s the problem?” 


“Come on, I"m the eternal bridesmaid in these things. | met 
Dakota on that same cruise, and here you two are, getting 
all lovey-dovey.” Phillip swished his arms around, then 
picked up his mug again and took a sip, shaking his head. 
“Sorry, | had a Baby Jane moment there.” He chuckled at his 
own cattiness before continuing. 


“But all kidding aside, you really like him?” 
Wally bit his lower lip. “I do.” 


“So what's the problem?” Phillip echoed back teasingly. 


“You're out of school, relatively free and easy. You can work 
anywhere you want.” 


“And Doc Hastings offered me a job,” he interjected, doing 
his best but failing to suppress a smile. 


Phillip motioned with his hands for him to continue. “So, 
again, what's the problem?” he prompted. 


“What about my family?” 


Phillip rolled his eyes. “They have things called cars and 
planes, you know. You"d be moving to Wyoming, not 
Timbuktu.” 


Wally sighed. “I guess I"m wondering how safe I"d be here. | 
already got into a fight with one of Dakota"s hands because 
the big oaf thought | was looking at him.” Wally rolled his 
eyes. “Why is it straight guys always think they"re so 
attractive that any gay man would want them? | mean, beer 
bellies and empty heads are not particularly appealing.” 
Wally pulled himself back on track as they both snickered. 
“What worries me is that this is rural Wyoming—|I don"t 
want to get hurt and | don"t want to put Dakota in danger, 
either.” 
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“I don"t really think you need to worry about that. You"ve 
proved that, and Dakota can take care of himself.” Phillip 
finished his coffee and got up from the table. “Don"t let your 
fears stop you from being happy.” 


Further conversation was cut off by the front door opening 
quietly. Wally stood up as Mario walked into the kitchen. 


“You almost ready?” he asked Phillip, who nodded as Mario 
crushed the man to him. Wally turned away but peeked and 
saw Phillip blush as Mario whispered something against his 
Skin. 


“What"s going on out here?” Dakota asked, yawning as he 
joined them, feeling for the coffee. Wally took one look at 
Kota, wearing only a thin pair of old sweatpants hanging low 
on his hips, and got up, standing in front of him. 


“What are you doing, giving everyone a free show?” Not 
that he minded it, but he didn"t want Mario and Phillip 
getting a peek. 


He knew Phillip and Dakota had been together, but that was 
months ago, and Dakota was his, after all. Fuck. Where'd 
that come from? 


Wally almost put his hand over his mouth to make sure his 
thoughts didn"t escape. 


“Somebody”—Dakota leaned close, a cup of coffee in one 
hand—“adorably sexy and hot, stole my robe.” Wally 
shivered, and not from the cool air, as Dakota nipped his 
ear. 


Mario chuckled as he sat at the table, straddling the chair, 
obviously for Phillip"s benefit. “Why don"t you put on a 
shirt?” 


Mario sipped from his mug. “There"s something | heard last 
night that you need to know about.” 


Dakota gulped his coffee and then set down the mug, 
scratching his stomach as he turned back toward his room. 
Wally followed, stripping off the robe when he got to his 


room and slipping on some clothes before rejoining the 
group around the table. 


He"d almost gone to Dakota"s room instead but figured 
he"d give the man time to change on his own. Sliding into a 
chair, he expected Mario and Phillip to be playing around, in 
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but Mario looked really serious, and Phillip looked confused 
and maybe a little put out. 


Wally tried to figure out what was going on, and Dakota 
picked that second to come into the room, taking the chair 
next to him and running a hand sensually down his arm. 
“What's the big news?” He kept his voice low, and Wally 
knew it was so he wouldn't wake his dad. 


“Last night, we went into town to the dance and we saw a 
number of the guys.” 


“Yeah, | knew they were going. Did they misbehave?” 
Dakota looked like he was going to stand up, but Mario 
shook his head. 


“They were fine, but Greg spent most of the night telling 
everyone who'd listen the story of walking into your shed 
and being scared shitless by a wolf. Every time he told it, 
the wolf got bigger and he got braver. The thing is that a 
number of the others figured out that someone on this 
ranch helped an injured wolf, and | don"t need to tell you, 
they were none too happy.” 


“Shit,” Dakota swore, pushing back the refilled mug that 
Wally had given him. 


“It gets worse. They wanted to form a group, and even 
started organizing vehicles to convoy over here and see for 
themselves. It was only Smitty offering happy-hour prices 
that stopped them and got their minds back on the fun.” 
Mario looked deadly serious. “By the way, you owe him 
three hundred bucks.” 


Dakota nodded at Wally, giving him a half smile that Wally 
knew was meant to reassure him, but it didn"t work. He 
knew this was his fault, all his fault. 


“The thing is that by now the men who heard Greg 
mouthing off have gone back to their ranches and are telling 
the story to their friends.” Mario looked around the table. 
“You know these people have no love for wolves. „The only 
good wolf is a dead wolf" and all that. So, was there a wolf 
in the shed?” 
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“Yes.” Wally spoke up before Dakota could answer. “I found 
it yesterday morning. It had been shot, and | removed the 
bullet and bandaged it up. Phillip and | moved it in there, 
figuring the building was so bad that no one would bother 
it.” He looked to Dakota, who nodded. “We moved it back to 
the ravine last night. So it"s gone.” 


Wally looked around the table, feeling as though he'd let 
everyone down. Yes, he'd tried to help a creature in pain, 
but he"d brought trouble to the ranch and Dakota. “I should 
have let her die.” 


The words choked in his throat, and his insides felt as 
though they were being pulled in two separate directions. 


An arm draped over his shoulders. “We'll deal with this, 
Wally.” He noticed that Dakota didn't say it wasn"t his fault. 
At least he wasn't lying to him. “You did what you thought 
was right.” 


Wally couldn"t look at Dakota or anyone else anymore. He 
just stared at the table. “Hey”—a finger lifted his chin 
—“you"re caring and loving and did what you were trained 
to do.” 


“But....” Wally could barely say anything. 


“We'll figure it out, but | don"t want you to feel bad.” Dakota 
stood up, leaving his mug behind. “It won"t be easy, but it"s 
hardly the end of the world.” Dakota might have believed 
that, but to Wally it almost felt like it was. 


Wally could barely breathe and had almost stopped 
listening. 


He"d done this to Dakota. The other ranchers were going to 
be upset with Dakota because of him. His dad had always 
said he was too shortsighted and impulsive for his own 
good, and this only proved it. 


He"d done what he wanted and what he thought was best, 
never paying attention to anything other than what he 
believed. 


He heard Dakota"s voice reassuring Mario that everything 
would be fine. People would talk for a while and then move 
on to something else. Wally heard the words and hoped they 
were true, he really did. 
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“Dakota, the other ranchers are gonna skin us alive, you 
know that?” Mario said, pulling Wally back to the 
conversation. Pushing back his chair, he got up and began 
to walk away but felt Dakota take his hand, tugging him 
back until he sort of tumbled onto his lap. 


“No taking this on yourself, little man.” Dakota"s tone 
scolded mildly. “I know you brought the wolf to the ranch, 
but | let it stay when you showed it to me, so this is my 
responsibility.” Wally wasn"t convinced, but he kept quiet. “I 
don"t want you feeling bad about this.” Dakota met his eyes 
and Wally nodded feebly. How could he not feel bad about 
this? “Yes, | was angry when you showed it to me yesterday, 
but that really doesn"t matter now.” 


Dakota looked to Mario. “Just let the whole thing die. The 
wolf is gone and nature can take care of her own. We need 
to take care of ours.” 


Mario nodded and pushed back his chair. “You got it. | just 
thought you should know.” 


“You did right,” Dakota said lightly as Mario left the table, 
with Phillip right behind him. Wally watched as Phillip 
followed Mario out the door, making exaggerated eyes at 
the man"s backside until the door slammed closed. 


“It'll be fine, Wally. These guys are gossipier than a bunch of 
old women, but they"re not violent and they"! move on to 
something else. This kind of thing has happened before.” 


“If you say so.” Wally slid off Dakota's legs and walked 
toward the hall. “Let me get changed and we can get 
something done as well.” He lowered his voice, muttering, 
“At least | can do something to help.” 


Wally went to the room he was using and changed into a 
pair of light jeans, pulling on his boots before going to find 
Dakota. He was right where he expected to find him, in his 
dad"s room, making sure he was okay. As he approached 
the door, he heard Dakota"s voice talking softly, and then 
he walked toward the living room. 
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“The nurse will be here in a few minutes and then we can 
get going.” 


“How's your dad doing?” 


“Yesterday was a godsend. He loves to be outside. It 
soothes him like nothing else, and | think the new 
medication is working, at least for now. He's able to move a 
little more and he's definitely more alert. Who knows how 
long it will last, but improvement's always good.” 


Wally nodded, turning away to look outside, unable to look 
Dakota in the eye. “Wally.” He turned his head. 


“I meant what | said. In the grand scheme of things, it"s no 
big deal. Guys just get riled up, but they cool down.” 


“I should have thought beyond my initial instincts. | should 
have known this would cause trouble.” 


Dakota's eyes widened. “And what? Left it there in the 
ravine to die?” Dakota shook his head dramatically. “What 
kind of vet would you be then? You helped an animal in 
trouble.” Dakota's eyes became firm as he shrugged. “You 
can"t turn off your training and need to care, and it"s not 
fair for me or anyone to ask you to do that.” 


“You sure changed your tune in an awful hurry.” He knew 
Dakota was just trying to be nice, saying the right things to 
comfort him. 


“Maybe.” Dakota moved closer, and Wally felt the heat 
rolling off his body, he was so close. “And maybe my 
feelings for a certain veterinarian, who just happens to be 
really hot, helped open my eyes to the fact that | can"t 
expect everyone to feel the same way | do about 
everything. How boring would that be?” 


Wally didn"t know if he could believe what he was hearing. 


“How can you be so understanding about this? If it were me, 
I"d probably be yelling and screaming about now.” 
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Their conversation was cut off by a truck pulling into the 
yard. 


Wally saw a tall, older man get out. “I wonder what he 
wants?” 


Wally recognized the man and walked to the front door, 
opening it and stepping out onto the porch. “Mr. Milford.” He 
held out his hand and the huge barrel of a man shook it, 
along with Dakota's. 


“What brings you by?” 


Jonas Milford"s piercing eyes landed on Wally, and he felt a 
chill run through him. “We had a visitor last night, and | 


heard a rumor that you"ve decided to create a wolf 
hospital.” 


Wally felt his insides twist. “Are the colts okay?” 
“They"re fine. He didn"t get to anything,” Mr. Milford said. 
“We scared off a huge wolf near some of the cattle, though.” 


“Huge one, gray and black?” Dakota asked, and Mr. Milford 
nodded. 


“That's the one.” His eyes narrowed a little as Wally felt the 
man'"s gaze fall on him. “Is that the wolf you helped?” 


Wally shook his head. “I found a small female in the ravine.” 


He pointed in the general direction. “She"d been shot.” 
There was no need to hide the truth. “I removed the bullet, 
bandaged it, and later that day we returned her where | 
found her.” Wally felt as though he needed to justify his 
actions. “I couldn"t let it suffer.” 


“That's it?” Milford"s face broke into a slight smile. “Jesus 
Christ, from the rumors flying, you"d think you"d set up a 
clinic for injured wolves or something.” 


“| didn't mean to hurt anything.” Wally said softly. 
“I know you didn"t.” Wally raised his eyes and saw that Mr. 


Milford was serious. “You did a great job with Francine and 
her foals. It"s obvious that you really love your job, and 
something like that just doesn"t turn off. Of course you 
helped a creature in need. 


You wouldn't be a good vet if you didn"t.” Mr. Milford"s eyes 
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began to shine a little. “And I"m sure Dakota can take care 
of anything that arises. He"s a big boy and this will blow 
over. Besides, whoever shot that wolf is probably in violation 
of federal law for killing an endangered species. | know 
everyone around here thinks they can shoot them on sight 
and ignore the law because no one ever talks, but that 
doesn"t make it less illegal or less of an issue if they"re 
caught.” 


“So, why'd you stop by exactly?” Dakota asked with a slight 
smile. 


“I wanted to ask Wally if he'd like to stop by the ranch and 
see the colts before he leaves.” 


This was the last thing he"d expected, and Wally could 
hardly believe his ears. “Of course I"Il be up.” His head was 
already spinning. Looking up at Dakota, he couldn't keep 
the smile off his face. 


Mr. Milford said good-bye with a smile and a pat on Wally"s 
shoulder. As he drove away, his truck kicked up a cloud of 
dust that had barely settled before it was replaced by 
another. 


“Morning, guys!” Grace got out of the car with a smile. “How 
are ya this morning?” She grabbed her box of supplies and 
walked over, looking her normal, cheerful self in her bright 
nurse"s uniform. 


Wally found himself smiling, the worries slipping away a 
little. “We"re good.” 


“Anything | need to know?” she asked Dakota, and when he 
shook his head, she walked toward the house. 


“There's tea in the fridge, so help yourself,” Dakota called 
after her, and she smiled a “thank you” before Wally felt 
Dakota"s gaze on him. “Let's get the horses saddled. | think 
we need to talk.” 


Wally felt his stomach catch; this couldn"t be good. Then he 
saw Dakota smile, and his gut relaxed a little. “Sure.” 
Wondering what Dakota wanted to talk about, Wally allowed 
himself to hope that it could be good. Watching Dakota head 
for the house with a 139 
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spring in his step, he turned and headed for the barn, 
bringing in their horses from the paddock and starting the 
saddling process. 


Wally heard Dakota walk in, and they finished their work in 
near quiet, which only added to Wally"s worries. 


Horses saddled and ready, Wally walked his to the yard and 
mounted, waiting for Dakota. “Where are we going?” 


Dakota looked up at the clear sky, the air already hot. “Let"s 
ride to the water. It"Il be cool.” 


Dakota took the lead, and Wally watched his attractive 
backside as it moved in the saddle. They didn"t talk as they 
rode, and the few times he tried to engage Dakota, he 
seemed lost in thought, so he, too, fell into a silence that 
felt ominous. The prairie grasses rustled in the breeze as 
they passed, the sun beating down on them. As they passed 
under the trees, it felt as though someone had turned on an 
air conditioner. The air was immediately fresh, cooler, the 
leaves of the trees rustling happily. Wally watched Dakota 
Slip off his horse and Wally followed suit, hitching their 
horses. 


Dakota spread a blanket on the ground and settled on it, 
patting the spot next to him, flashing Wally a smile. “You 
had me worried,” Wally said softly as he sat down. 


“Didn"t mean to. | just wanted to say things right.” 


Dakota"s eyes looked warm and full, locking onto his before 
Dakota leaned closer. Their lips brushed with a soft touch 
that sent tiny shocks through Wally. Dakota"s weight 
pressed against him, and he felt himself sliding back until 
Dakota straddled him, so Wally was looking up into those 
expressive eyes. He could feel Dakota"s erection against his 
leg, his own pressed tight against denim, wanting out in the 
worst way. But Dakota showed no sign of moving, and Wally 
arched slightly as lips slid along his neck, nestling at the 
base of his collarbone. 


“Kota.” Wally giggled as Dakota's tongue tickled along his 
Skin. He knew that wasn"t what the other man was going 
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couldn't help it. Dakota stopped moving and lifted his head, 
fingers smoothing through Wally's hair. 


“I want you to stay,” Dakota said, his voice soft and 
intimate. 


“Doc Hastings offered you a job, and I"m offering you a 
place to live, with me. | know you have things you need to 
decide, and | don"t want to pressure you, but | wanted to tell 
you that I want you to stay.” Dakota didn"t move, but his 
eyes stayed locked on Wally"s, wide and full. “You"ve 
opened my eyes and my heart since you came, and | don"t 
want to be alone anymore.” 


Wally squirmed and sat up, Dakota"s weight shifting. “Is that 
why you"re saying this, because you don"t want to be 
lonely?” 


Wally turned his face away from Dakota's eyes, looking at 
the water as it flowed and gurgled around the bend. He'd 
hoped it was so much more than that, and his heart felt like 
someone had their hand on it, squeezing hard. 


“No. Shit, | knew I"d mess this up.” Dakota shifted away, 
sitting on the blanket, their bodies no longer touching. “l 
meant... 


shit.” Wally turned his head, looking at Dakota over his 
shoulder. 


“Before you came, | didn"t realize | was lonely. | had my dad 
and took a vacation once a year. | used it to let off steam 
and the rest of the time | worked. My life was my dad and 
the ranch. But you changed all that.” 


Wally shook his head. “No, | didn"t.” 
Dakota moved closer, pulling an arm around his shoulder. 


“Yes, you did. You made me see that | was missing 
something very important. A partner, someone to share my 
life with, someone who cares about me and who can love 
me. Maybe?” 


The tilt of Dakota"s head and the vulnerable look in his eyes 
melted Wally"s heart. Did he love Dakota? He wasn"t sure. 
Could he love Dakota? Fuck yes. Wally swallowed, trying to 
frame a response, but none would come. All his feelings 
were jumbled up, and he couldn"t express them in words, so 
he did what his heart told him to do. He kissed him. Throat 
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blinking, he brought his lips to Dakota"s and let his feelings 
flow to him. Moving closer, Wally pressed his weight against 
Dakota and felt the bigger man sink backward, arms around 
his back, pulling him right along. 


Wally felt Dakota"s work-hardened hands slide beneath his 
Shirt, stroking along his back, hot as fire. His shirt lifted, and 
Wally pulled out of the kiss only long enough for Dakota to 
pull the shirt off, then reattached his lips to Dakota"s, 
fingers working open the buttons of his shirt. A small sigh 
escaped as Dakota"s shirt parted and Wally"s smooth skin 
rubbed against the rough hair on Dakota"s chest. He loved 
the feel of Dakota"s clipped hair against his skin. 


Wally tried to speak, but Dakota kissed the words away, and 
Wally held onto the man for dear life. 


A hot hand slid down Wally"s lower back, slipping beneath 
the waistband of his pants and along his skin. “Kota,” he 
moaned softly, and that, too, was kissed away. 


“It"s okay, sweetheart, | know.” 


Wally gasped as his pants snapped open, the pressure on 
his waist abating as the fabric parted, the teeth of the 
zipper pinging as they were forced open. Before he could 
move, Dakota rolled them on the blanket, and Wally found 
himself looking up into Dakota"s eyes as a hand dipped into 
his jeans, fishing him out. His legs stretched, his back 
arched, and Dakota held his shoulder as the other hand 
stroked his length hard and fast. Wally writhed on the 
blanket, mouth open as Dakota relentlessly stroked him up 
the path of desire. 


“Kota,” he cried out, the rest of the world fading away until 
all he could see was Dakota"s eyes and hear his breathing. 
Dakota"s hands were making him fly, and he could barely 
keep his breath as Dakota kept up the passionate assault on 
his body. 


“Come for me, Wally. | want to see you, watch you as you 
come, knowing it"s for me.” Dakota did this twisty thing with 
his hand, and Wally felt as though his head was going to 
explode. 


Mouth wide open, he felt his entire body go rigid. Eyes 
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closed, gasping for breath, Wally came, his stomach pulled 
tight as Dakota pumped him dry. “That's it.” 


Dakota kissed him hard as he flopped back on the blanket, 
completely spent and feeling as if he were floating. “You"re 
stunning when you come, you know that?” Wally tried to 
Shake his head but gave up; he didn"t have the energy right 
now. “You are. 


Your mouth hangs open and your eyes dance and you shake 
just a little bit.” 


“| do?” 


Dakota chuckled softly. “Oh yeah.” Wally felt his shoes slip 
off and pants slide off his legs, clothes left in a heap. “I want 
you.” 


Wally could only nod as Dakota stood up and the big man'"s 
clothes joined his in the growing pile. 


Dakota rolled him over, spreading his legs, and he felt a hot 
tongue spear his opening. “God, Kota!” The assault was 
deliciously unmerciful, and Wally found his desire returning 
as he wriggled on the blanket, torn between sensory 
overload and the need for more. 


His need won out and he thrust his butt back, presenting 
himself fully to Dakota, letting him have everything, right 
down to his core. 


“What are you doing to me?” He felt himself shaking as 
Dakota rimmed him within an inch of his sanity. Never in his 
life had someone made him feel so desired, so wanted. And 
to top it off, Dakota made these indescribable sounds that 
he could feel deep inside, rumbling up through him to his 
heart. “Kota, please.” 


The tongue slipped away. “Not done yet.” A hand stroked his 
rejuvenated erection, and the tongue probed him deep. He 
felt as though his very soul was laid bare, and yet he wasn"t 
afraid or ashamed. He knew Dakota would be gentle with 
him, heart, soul, and body. Finally, after his mind had been 
reduced to complete mush, the tongue slipped away, and he 
heard a package rip. Bracing himself, he felt Dakota push 
into his body with agonizing slowness. 


Wally tried to push back, but Dakota stopped him with 
hands on his hips, steadying him. “Just relax. I"m going to 
take you to heaven.” 
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As Wally heard the words, he felt Dakota"s hips against his 
backside. 


“Kota, please move.” 


At first, Dakota ignored him, but then he began to thrust 
Slowly, dragging over the pleasure spot, driving Wally"s 
brain and body into a state of hypersensitivity. Gasping for 
breath, Wally grabbed the blanket with his hands, fingers 
flexing as he was fully stretched and filled. With a gradual 
increase, Dakota picked up the pace until he was driving 
deep into him, their cries mixed with the wind in the leaves 
and the rippling water. 


“Kota!” Wally screamed as his release slammed into him, 
and he came on the blanket as Dakota thrust deep and 
added his own cry of joy. 


Wally felt his knees give out under Dakota's weight and he 
splayed onto the blanket, gasping for breath, his mind 
blissfully restful, body completely sated. Dakota flopped 
next to him, and the big man pulled him close, their sweaty 
skin pressed together as the breeze cooled and dried them 
both. A hand petted along his cheek, and Wally groaned and 
leaned into the soft touch, with kisses trailing behind. 


“I know it"s a lot to ask, but will you think about staying?” 


Dakota"s voice was rough, and Wally wasn"t sure if it was 
the exertion or emotion. He hoped very much that it was the 
latter, because he was sorely tempted to chuck everything 
and say yes. 


“I know we've only known each other a short time,” Dakota 
went on, and Wally felt Dakota shift behind him. He rolled 
over so he could see Dakota's face. “You could stay at the 
house, if you wanted. You wouldn't have to stay with me, 
but | hope you"d want to. You"d have your own job and 
could maybe build a life here, you know, with me.” Dakota 


stopped and made a face. “Now I"m starting to ramble like a 
schoolgirl.” 
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Wally moved closer and smiled softly. “I like it when you 
ramble; it means you"re excited about something.” Wally 
stroked Dakota's lightly stubbled cheek. “I promise I"Il think 
about it.” 


Wally watched Dakota's eyes as they softened, some of the 
nervousness fading to hope. “I like it here, Kota, | really do, 
but my family and friends are in Wisconsin.” 


He did like it in Wyoming. It seemed like a great place, and 
most of the people he"d met were nice, but he was on 
vacation. 


Would he like living here as much as he enjoyed his visit? 
Wally swallowed as his mind conjured questions. “I"m not 
saying no, it"s just that it"s a lot to give up.” He knew that 
Dakota had feelings for him, he"d just demonstrated that, 
but Wally didn"t know if you could meet someone and be 
ready to change your life in a week. One thing was for sure 
—with Dakota this close to him, his judgment was definitely 
suspect, especially when he did... that. 


“Are you trying to influence me?” The fingers swirling 
around his hip stilled. 


A mischievous glint appeared in Dakota"s eyes. “Is it 
working?” 


His body thought so and began to stir, but Wally had no 
energy left, and tried to let his questions go for the time 


being. He was naked, next to Dakota, lying in the cool 
shade, the sound of a babbling brook in his ears. Thinking 
would wait "til later—he had too much to enjoy right here to 
worry about things now. Lord knew, his mind would mull 
over every possibility... later. Dakota's fingers returned to 
their languid journey over his skin... make that much later. 
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UNTYING the horses, Dakota and Wally mounted and began 
the trek back to the ranch after their lazy afternoon near the 
creek. 


Dakota"s gaze kept traveling to Wally, and every time it did, 
his heart would leap hopefully. He"d actually asked Wally to 
stay here on the ranch and Wally hadn"t told him no. He 
hadn"t exactly said yes, either, but Dakota could understand 
Wally"s reasons. It was a lot to ask, and he knew if the roles 
were reversed that there was no way he could leave his dad 
and the ranch. That just wasn"t possible. 


Maybe he could later, after his dad.... Dakota swallowed, 
forcing his mind away from that inevitability. “Hey, speedy, 
it"s not a race!” 


Dakota called, as Wally sped ahead. 


“It"s not?” Wally joked and spurred his horse on, taking off 
at a gallop. 


“Come on, boy. We can"t be shown up like that!” Dakota 
nudged his horse"s side, and Roman took off like a shot, 
racing over the familiar trail toward the ranch. Wally beat 
them, but just barely. 


“You cheated!” Dakota groused as he dismounted, seeing 
the grin on Wally's face. 


“Yeah, right,” Wally returned indignantly, “you"re just sore 
"cause a city slicker beat you.” 


Dakota thought that Wally needed to be taught a lesson and 
eyed the rain barrel, thinking of some fun, but saw Greg 
walking through the yard, making a beeline for Wally. 
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was to rush over and protect his lover, but he consciously 
held back. 


Wally had demonstrated that he could take care of himself. 


“Wally,” Dakota heard Greg call, and he watched as the man 
actually took off his hat. “I... wanted to thank you.” Dakota 
felt his suspicions rise slightly as he watched Greg squirm a 
little, wondering what was going on. “Mario said you saved 
my butt from jail.” Dakota saw Wally look at him, showing 
the same confusion that he felt. “Mario said when I shot that 
wolf, | did something illegal, and if it woulda died, then | 
could have been in trouble.” He began twisting his hat, not 


sure what else to say, and then turned and walked away, 
still torturing his hat. 


Dakota himself didn"t know what to say and saw Wally 
shrug a little, half-smiling, before walking his horse inside. 
Dakota followed suit, unsaddling his horse and turning him 
loose in the paddock. As he left the barn, he saw Grace 
descending the stairs, packing her things into the car. 


“Your dad"s all set. He"s had his dinner and is in there 
watching television.” 


“Thanks, Grace, I"Il see you tomorrow.” She waved as she 
got in her car and drove away. Dakota went inside and 
checked on his dad. Sure enough, he was fine and would 
probably watch television for a while and then fall asleep. 


They talked for a few minutes before his dad waved him 
away. 


“Go have some fun, for Christ"s sake!” he admonished 
before returning to his program. “I'll be fine for a few hours. 
I"m not helpless, you know.” Yup, the medication was 
working. 


“Okay, | will.” Dakota left the room and went looking for 
Wally, finding him, Phillip, and Mario on the porch. “You all 
ready for dinner?” Heads bobbed and eyes looked back at 
him like they were starving. “Then let"s go to town for 
dinner.” Dakota tossed Mario a set of keys. “You drive.” 
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They piled into the truck, with Dakota tugging Wally into the 
backseat with him. The man felt good next to him, and he 


smelled good too: a heady mixture of sweat, sex, and Wally. 
What more could he want? 


Mario started the engine and pulled down the drive, wheels 
spinning, kicking up dust, and everyone smiled. At the end 
of the drive, Dakota could feel the truck speed up, flying 
down the road, kicking up dust in their wake, windows down 
and air whipping as he felt Wally move close to him. It 
didn"t get much better than this. 


Hobart wasn"t huge, but it was more than a wide spot in the 
road. Pulling into town, they passed the feed store and the 
Supermarket on their way to the local watering hole. 
Gifford"s was everything to everyone: part bar, part 
restaurant, and part dance hall, roller rink, and game room. 
The hodgepodge of additions might not have looked like 
much, but it was where you went to have fun. 


Pulling into the parking lot, Mario braked hard in one of the 
front parking spaces. From Wally"s wide-eyed look, Dakota 
expected him to kiss the ground once he got out, and 
Dakota reminded himself that he didn"t need to drink 
because he was going to drive home, for all their sakes. 


“Where'd you learn to drive, Indianapolis?” Wally asked 
sarcastically as they gathered in front of the truck before 
going inside. “Are you sure your last name isn"t Andretti? 
Good God!” 


Wally"s smile lit his face, and his laughter was catching, 
especially since Dakota had been saying the same thing for 
years. His foreman was a menace behind the wheel, but it 
had been worth it to get to hold Wally for a while. 


“Let"s go eat,” Dakota pronounced as he pulled the door 
open, holding it for the others. Inside, he gave his name to 
Kerry, who showed them to a table. Dakota noticed that as 


they walked through the dining room, the conversation 
seemed to quiet and a few heads turned. Suddenly feeling 
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Dakota placed his hand on the small of Wally"s back, 
guiding him toward the table. Dakota knew most of the 
people in the restaurant. 


Reaching the table, they took their seats. “Mark, your 
server, will be right with y"all.” Kerry smiled and left, giving 
Dakota a wink as she did. 


Wally looked around and began fidgeting in his chair. “What 
is everyone staring at?” 


Phillip opened his menu and didn"t even look around. “Us, 
they"re looking at us.” 


“Why? ” 


Dakota looked up and saw their server standing by their 
table. 


“Hey, Dakota.” Mark smiled. “Can | bring you something to 
drink?” 


He leaned a little closer. “Don"t mind them.” He tilted his 
head toward the rest of the room and winked before taking 
their drink orders and walking away. 


Wally leaned against the table. “Did he just come on to 
you?” 


Dakota laughed out loud, the sound carrying through the 
room. 


“No”—he lowered his voice—“but | think he just told me 
he"s a member of the club. Just ignore it, and they"Il lose 
interest.” Dakota picked up his menu and began looking 
through it, even though he practically knew it by heart. The 
only thing that had changed in years was the prices. 
Reaching over, he squeezed Wally"s hand under the table. 
“I"m sorry.” He hated that he"d brought Wally here, brought 
all of them where they could be gawked at by the people 
he"d thought he knew, but who had turned out to be the 
country yokels everyone thought rural people were. 


“It"s okay, Kota.” Wally squeezed his hand in return. “You 
didn"t know.” Dakota could hear the discomfort in Wally"s 
voice and tried to think of something to say, but no words 
would come. 


Thankfully, the server returned with their drinks and took 
their orders. The conversation in the room had returned to 
normal, and Dakota saw that people weren"t staring at them 
anymore. 
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“The way they"re jabbering, you'd think they expected you 
to start kissing and making out at the table,” Mark quipped, 
and Dakota smiled, thankful to their server for breaking the 
mood. 


“You know, we could,” Wally retorted with a glint in his eye. 


“I wonder how they'd react to a little man-on-man action?” 
Wally covered his mouth as he started laughing, looking 
around the room. 


“One heart attack or two?” 


“I say one heart attack, two strokes, and a brain aneurism,” 


Phillip added with a smile as he raised his glass. “To the 
local color.” Dakota tried his best to stop himself from 
laughing as he, too, raised his glass, looking at Wally, who 
seemed like he was about to explode with mirth. Mario 
added his glass as well. A few murmurs reached Dakota"s 
ears, and he turned, glaring at the other tables until they 
looked away and went back to their food. 


“Dakota!” A familiar, booming voice cut through the room, 
and he saw a huge man making his way between the tables. 
“I thought that was you.” Dakota stood up and found 
himself squeezed within an inch of his life. 


“Randall, what in hell are you doing here?” 


“Came back to see the folks for a few days.” Randall 
released him. But not before Dakota got a few good pounds 
on the back. 


“And I"m already hearing rumors about you.” 


“I"m afraid they"re probably true.” Dakota looked around 
the table as three pairs of eyes stared up at him and then 
shifted to Randall. 


“Well, hell, you think I give a rat"s ass?” Randall slapped 
Dakota on the back again and pulled up a chair. “Shoot, | 
don"t care if you like fillies or bucks. Say, how"s that dad of 
yours?” 


“He"s doing okay. New meds are helping for now.” Dakota 
remembered his manners and made introductions, and 
handshakes were exchanged. “And this is Wally.” 
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Wally extended his hand and Randall shook it, Wally"s hand 
completely lost in the huge man's paw. “Geez, you sure can 
pick 


"em. He"s as pretty as they come.” Randall laughed loudly. 
“Don"t let him fool you,” Dakota said, winking at Wally. 


“Wally may be small, but he"d give you a run for your 
money.” 


Dakota turned to Wally to explain. “Randall was the star of 
our high school wrestling team. He"s a lawyer now in Los 
Angeles.” 


“I didn"t mean to interrupt your dinner, | just wanted to 
come over and say hello before the folks arrived.” Randall 
stood back up, giving Dakota"s shoulder a brisk shake. “I'll 
be here a week or so. 


Give me a call—I"d love to see your dad.” With a wave, the 
tide that was Randall flowed toward the hostess station, 
where Dakota saw the ex-wrestler"s parents waiting for him. 
They waved and smiled as they walked to their table, and 
Dakota returned his attention to his own table. 


“Tomorrow, | thought we"d go to Grand Teton so you can see 
that before you leave.” The lump in his throat reminded him 
how much he hated the thought that Wally"s vacation was 
coming to an end. He knew that Wally would have to leave 
in a few days. It was not knowing if he"d return that was 
really bothering him. Dakota nearly jumped as he felt 
Wally"s hand against his. 


“Here we are, guys.” Their server returned, carrying a heavy 
tray, and Wally"s hand slipped away. Dakota missed it 
immediately. 


Setting the tray on a stand, Mark placed each heaped, 
steaming plate in front of its owner. After making sure they 
didn"t need anything else, he walked away. 


Dakota smiled as Wally gawked at the mound of food. He 
watched as Wally took his first bite, smiling at the blissful 
look. 


Man, he loved watching him. Even the way he ate sent a 
zing of desire through him, knowing the things he could do 
with those lips. 


“This is really good,” Wally commented as he swallowed. “l 
guess | didn"t realize how hungry | was.” 
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The tension that had surrounded them faded as they ate; he 
could almost feel it slipping away. Dakota let himself relax a 
little and began eating. He wanted things to go well, and he 
wanted Wally to see that this was a great place to live. Yes, 
the attitudes might be a little backward, but these were 
good people. 


“So what did you guys do today?” Phillip asked between 
bites. 


“We went for a ride,” Wally answered, taking another bite of 
his steak. 


“All afternoon? I"m surprised you can still walk.” 


“We didn"t ride all afternoon.” Wally"s wicked smile told 
everyone at the table exactly what they"d been doing. 


“| repeat, I"m surprised you can still walk,” Phillip said, 
snickering teasingly. 


“We finished the fence repairs and started enlarging the 
paddock,” Mario interjected, and Dakota was grateful the 
subject had moved away from their love life. “You were 
serious about adding some additional horses?” 


“Certainly. I"d also like to enlarge the herd, and we"ll need 
additional horses and maybe another hand to make it work. 
The land is there; we just need the stock and help.” He 
didn"t want to think that finding hands might be difficult 
now that word had definitely gotten out about his being gay. 
He'd lived behind his walls for so long, but now that he 
could no longer hide, he really didn"t care what people 
thought—he looked to Wally—at least, what most people 
thought. 


They finished eating, and Dakota noticed that people still 
tended to watch them, almost out of curiosity. “It"s almost 
like they expect us to start swishing, or they need to make 
sure we aren't wearing dresses and high heels,” Wally 
commented, beginning to squirm a little under the renewed 
attention. 


“Maybe they just need to see that we don"t have a third eye 
in the middle of our foreheads,” Phillip added with a shake 
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as the server left the check with a smile. Dakota took it and 
handed him a credit card, signing the slip when he returned. 


Pushing back his chair, he did his best to ignore the looks as 
he let the others go out in front of him. 


Dakota stopped off in the restroom and then left the 
restaurant. 


In the parking lot, he found the others standing in front of 
the truck. 


“What's going on?” They stepped back and Dakota saw the 
problem. Two other trucks had parked right next to his, so 
close that there was no way to get between them, let alone 
open the doors. 


“What the fuck is this?” 


“We don"t want your kind around here and thought we"d 
send you a message.” Three huge guys who Dakota 
recognized as some of the local high school football players 
approached along the sidewalk. “We figured we better teach 
you how to behave around normal people, you freaks!” 
Before Dakota could move, he saw a fist fly at his face. He 
dodged just in time, the punch missing his face, but 
glancing off his shoulder. Fuck, that hurt. 


“Knock his lights out!” one of the other men called as they 
circled behind the attacker. 


Dakota backed away and glanced around. The other three 
were standing right behind him. “You picked the wrong guys 
to mess with,” Dakota warned, blocking the next punch and 
slamming his hand into his attacker's nose. Blood gushed 
down the young man's face, and the attacker shouted to his 
companions as Dakota smashed him in the stomach. His 
attacker doubled over as the other two rushed forward. 
Mario waylaid the one on his way to Phillip, and Dakota tried 
to reach the other. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw what 


looked like something flying through the air, and the big kid 
banged against the hood of one of the trucks. 


“Move and you"re dead!” Wally yelled at the man, and 
Dakota wondered how so much sound could come from such 
a small man. 


“The police are on their way.” Thank God Phillip had had the 
sense to call them. Dakota saw the guy on Mario throw his 
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and back away, the fight flowing right out of him when he 
saw the fate of his two moaning friends. The doors to the 
restaurant opened, and Randall rushed out, followed by a 
number of others. 


“Are you Okay?” Dakota felt Wally"s hand on his arm, and he 
jumped. 


“Yeah. Nothing's broken, but I"Il be black and blue for a 
while.” He rubbed the soreness absently as flashing lights 
announced the arrival of the police. Doors opened and 
uniformed officers walked over and surveyed the scene. 
Thankfully, Randall took charge, explaining to the officers 
what had happened. It took awhile, but they eventually 
came to the correct conclusion that the kids had thrown the 
first punch and that Dakota, Wally, and Mario were only 
defending themselves. The trucks were moved, and after 
more questions and answers, they were allowed to leave. 


Dakota handed Mario the keys and, thankfully, he drove 
Slowly and they managed to arrive at the ranch with no 
further incidents. They were met by the barn by all the men. 
Apparently, word had already circulated about what had 
happened. 


“You okay, Boss?” John asked, looking to each of them. 
“I'M fine.” 
“Did Wally lay one of them out like he did Greg?” 


“Yes.” That answer gave him a particular sense of 
satisfaction. 


Everyone assumed that because Wally was smaller, he was 
physically harmless. Greg had made that mistake, and their 
attackers had too. As he watched Wally climb the stairs and 
enter the house, Dakota thought that few people in this 
town would make that mistake again. 


“Why'd they do that?” 


Dakota saw most of the other men leaning in to answer that 
question, but to his surprise it was Greg who spoke up. 
““Cause they"re dumb, | guess. | was.” 
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“Thanks, men. We've had enough excitement for one 
night.” 


Dakota started toward the porch. “There's plenty to do in 
the morning.” 


“Don"t think you'll be up to much,” one of them called out 
as he climbed the stairs. The men laughed, and since 
Dakota couldn"t argue with them, he nodded his head and 
went inside. The other guys were seated around the table, 
beer bottles already open. Wally handed him one and he 
took a chair as well. 


Wally tipped back his bottle, taking a huge gulp and saying 
nothing. Phillip and Mario were chattering away at each 
other, recalling the fight as though they"d just won the 
Battle of the Bulge. 


Dakota looked at Wally and saw something very different. 
His eyes weren't really focused, like he was staring at 
something far away, but Dakota knew there was nothing to 
see. Taking his beer, he shoved back his chair and did the 
thing he"d always done. 


Walking down the hall, he heard the television in his dad"s 

room. Pushing open the door, he saw his dad propped up in 
the bed, eyes half closed, watching baseball. “Can | talk to 

you?” 


His dad used the special remote that Dakota had found, with 
huge buttons, to turn off the television. “They were losing 
anyway.” 


Tonight his words were slurred, and Dakota could barely 
understand him, but it didn"t seem to matter. His dad"s 
eyes were bright and he was definitely alert. “What is it?” 
Again the words ran together, and Dakota reminded himself 
to call the doctor in the morning. 


Dakota sat in the chair next to the bed. “I told Wally this 
afternoon that | wanted him to stay. Doc Hastings"s already 
offered him a job and everything. He says that he likes it 
here, but he hasn"t given me an answer and I"m not sure 
what to do.” He wasn"t about to tell his dad about their 
lovemaking session near the stream. Even though they 
hadn"t said the words, Dakota knew that"s what it was, at 
least in his mind. Dakota went on to tell his dad what had 
happened at the restaurant. “I need your advice.” 
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Dakota watched as his dad thought for a while. “You have to 
give him a reason to stay.” 


“What does that mean?” Dakota asked, hoping for a little 
more from the man who'd always been very free with his 
advice the entire time he was growing up. But as Dakota 
watched, his dad closed his eyes, and he saw him relax 
against the pillow. A few seconds later, the television turned 
back on and his dad went back to watching the game. 
“That's all you"re going to give me?” Dakota got up from 
the chair. 


“It"s all you need.” His dad was engrossed in his game 
again, and Dakota walked to the door, wondering if his 
dad"s mind was starting to go. Turning around, he looked 
again and then left the room, walking back toward the 
kitchen. 


Someone had found a deck of cards, and Phillip was dealing. 


“We're playing Texas Hold"em. If you want in, grab some 
cheese curls and take a seat.” He indicated the empty chair. 


“Cheese curls?” Dakota slid into the chair as the cards were 
dealt. 


“After this evening, we figured comfort food with plenty of 
crunch and calories was just what the doctor ordered.” 
Phillip finished dealing. 


“What does the winner get?” Dakota asked as he took a look 
at his cards. 


“Fat,” Wally retorted with a smile, much to Dakota's relief. 


Betting commenced, and you"d have thought they were 
playing for large amounts of money, the way everyone got 
serious. Bucky wandered in and they made room for him at 
the table. 


“What's got everyone looking like a bunch of hang-dogged 
hounds, anyway?” Bucky looked at his cards and threw in 
his bet. 


Between them, they related the events of the evening. 
“Sometimes folks can be downright dumb.” Bucky laid down 
his cards and raked in the snack-food pot. 
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“Amen to that,” Wally commented without even the vaguest 
hint of a smile, as he munched on part of his stake. 


Between hands, Dakota passed out more beers, and as the 
players got lubricated, some of the leftover nerves from 
dinner fell away. 


They played until Wally"s yawn set everyone around the 
table off, and they decided to call it a night. To Dakota"s 
dismay, Wally said good night without a hug or a kiss, and 
disappeared into the bedroom he was using, shutting the 
door. Dakota stopped outside the door, wondering if he 
should knock anyway. He lifted his hand to rap, but stopped 
when he heard footsteps behind him. Turning around, he 
saw Phillip coming toward him. Dakota lowered his hand and 
let it fall to his side. “I don"t know what to do.” 


Phillip stopped next to him, thinking for a few seconds 
before shaking his head. “I don"t have the answers, Dakota, 
and | don"t know what"s going on in his head.” Phillip 


walked toward his room, opening the door before stopping 
in the doorway. “Maybe he needs a little time to think.” 


Dakota watched Phillip close his door, then reopen it, 
motioning him over. “Look, what we had on the ship was 
fun, and what I"ve got with Mario right now is fun.” Dakota 
watched Phillip"s gaze travel to Wally"s door. “That's not 
Wally. He doesn"t do this for fun. He throws his entire heart 
into everything he does. 


He helped that wolf because his heart told him to, 
regardless of the consequences for him or anyone else.” 


“I know that,” Dakota started to say, and then he paused. 
“This afternoon, | asked him to stay.” He watched Phillip"s 
face, hoping for some sort of insight. 


“And?” Phillip prompted, but Dakota had no idea how to 
answer him. 
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“And what?” He was completely lost and had no idea what 
was happening. Yes, the evening hadn"t gone to plan, but 
he thought things had returned to normal, or at least closer 
to normal. 


But all Phillip did was look disgusted and annoyed. “You"re 
such a man.” Phillip said the words as a clear insult. “You 
invited him to stay, Dakota. That"s very nice, but have you 
thought about what you asked him? And what it means for 
him?” 


“It means | care for him and want him to stay here with 
me,” 


“You can't even say the words, can you? Dakota, Wally 
staying here means that he'll leave his family and move 
halfway across the country, away from everything and 
everyone he knows, except you. Are you willing to take that 
kind of responsibility? Are you ready for it?” Phillip again 
looked toward Wally"s door, and Dakota followed his gaze. 
“He"s got everything to lose, and he has to be scared. | 
know | would be, after tonight. People here aren"t going to 
welcome him with open arms. | know he likes you, and he 
may even love you, but he can"t live just for you. At the 
restaurant, the other people weren"t looking at you as much 
as they were looking at him. They've all known you all their 
lives, and you've probably helped many of them over the 
years. They" ll forgive you and probably look past the fact 
that you"re gay, but they"ll probably view Wally as the man 
who corrupted you. Even if he has a job, do you think most 
of the ranchers will want him seeing to their animals? 
There's a distinct possibility that the job the vet offered him 
won't be worth anything.” Phillip stepped into his room and 
Dakota followed, shutting the door. “I think there"s a 
possibility in Wally"s mind that he"Il become dependent on 
you.” 


Dakota sat on the edge of the unmade bed, the mattress 
squeaking a little under his weight. “So | should just let him 
go for his own good? Is that what you"re telling me? 
Because | will if | have to. | want him to be happy!” 
Swallowing hard, Dakota stood back up and headed for the 
door. 


158 
A Shared Range 


“Dakota, you don"t have to be so dramatic. I"m sure he 
wants to stay, you just have to give him a reason to stay.” 


Dakota turned and saw Phillip"s eyes boring into him as 
though they were trying to divine something from him. “Let 
me ask you this. When you two went for your ride this 
afternoon, what did you do?” 


Dakota moved to sit on the bed as he felt his cheeks heat. “| 
don"t think that"s any of your business, do you?” This 
conversation was quickly trailing into areas that Dakota 
didn"t want to talk about, at least not with Phillip. 


“Kota.” Phillip"s voice softened, and Dakota felt the bed shift 
as Phillip sat next to him. “You"re a special man who 
deserves to be happy, just as much as Wally. And believe it 
or not, I"m a little jealous of the two of you.” Dakota looked 
at him, definitely confused. “Not because we were right for 
each other,” Phillip continued, “but because you both 
stumbled upon the possibility of something beautiful.” 


The room became quiet, and Dakota heard only the sound 
of his own breathing. “We made love.” 


“Huh? | missed something.” 


“That's what we did this afternoon, we made love.” Dakota 
stared at the palms of his hands. “Is it that simple?” Ideas 
replaced the uncomfortable swirl of emotion. 


“You"ve lost me, Dakota.” 


“Dad already told me what | needed to do, and | didn"t 
understand.” Dakota pulled Phillip into a hug before jumping 
to his feet and hurrying out of the room. He was halfway 
down the hall before he turned and went back again, poking 
his head into the room. “Thank you.” 


“| don"t really know what | did or said exactly, but I"m glad 
it helped.” Phillip smiled as he got up, his hand on the 


doorknob. 


Dakota walked back down the hall, and he heard Phillip 
close the door behind him. After checking on his dad, who 
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asleep with the television still on, Dakota turned it off and 
turned out the light, leaving the door open a crack. As he 
came out, he saw Phillip leaving his room and heard soft 
voices in the living room, followed by footsteps and the front 
door closing. The house was quiet and as empty as it would 
ever be. 


At least he knew part of what he had to do. 
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Chapter 11 


WALLY lay on his back, listening to the sounds in the house. 
He knew Dakota"s footsteps, and every time they passed 
his door, Wally wondered if he"d hear a knock, or if his door 
would open. 


Part of him hoped that Dakota would come in, climb into 
bed, and hold him, while part of him was as scared as he"d 


ever been in his life. His heart told him to reach out to 
Dakota and wanted him to hold on, but his head kept telling 
him to pull away. He was leaving in a few days and that was 
going to be it. 


More footsteps outside the door sent Wally"s heart racing. 


Cracking his eyes open, he saw what appeared to be a 
break in the light shining from beneath the door. Maybe 
Dakota was just outside. 


Despite himself, he craned to hear a knock, but none came. 
He heard soft voices, and then the shadow fell away and the 
light outside clicked off. Maybe it hadn"t been Dakota, after 
all. Rolling onto his back, Wally stared at the ceiling, sighing 
loudly. He kept telling himself that this was for the best. 
Dakota didn"t need him complicating his life. Closing his 
eyes, he shuddered as the faces from the restaurant came 
to his mind. The way they'd looked at him—Wally had 
wanted to disappear, and Dakota had just ignored it. Well, 
he could—they weren't staring at him, after all. He wasn"t 
the one on display. Dakota wasn"t, as one man had said, 
“the wolf-loving faggoty freak!” Just thinking about it made 
him go cold. 


He heard a door closing, the soft creak of floorboards, and 
then quiet. Pushing back the sheet, Wally walked to the 
window and slid it open, letting in the night air and the 
sounds from outside. Standing 161 
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at the window, he listened to crickets, the clomping of 
horses" 


hooves, and then the sound of footsteps on gravel and a 
stifled laugh, until things faded back to the sounds of the 


night. “At least Phillip"s having fun,” he whispered to himself 
with a wince, realizing, of course, that it was his own fault 
that Dakota wasn"t here with him, hands on his skin, lips 
touching his shoulder, arms holding him tight. 


Wally couldn"t hold back a smile when he heard a wolf"s 
howl float on the air. Craning his ear, he listened for the 
answer, but either it didn"t come, or the reply was too soft 
for him to hear. “Yeah, | hear ya,” he muttered under his 
breath as the cry rose up again. This time there was a reply. 
It was soft, but definitely there. “At least one of us isn"t 
alone.” Stepping away from the window, he crossed to the 
bed, climbing in and pulling the sheet over him. The ceiling 
looked the same, and Wally rolled onto his side, pounding 
the pillow in the hope he could get comfortable. 


“Screw it.” He was just making himself miserable. Throwing 
back the covers, he got up again, stepping to the door. 
Opening it, he walked into the hall and down to Dakota"s 
door. Turning the knob slowly, he pushed it open and peered 
inside, but he couldn"t see anything. “Kota,” he whispered, 
but got no answer and he heard no movement. Opening the 
door a little further, he saw the empty bed in the dim light. 
Closing the door again, Wally went back to his room. 
Leaving the door open a crack in case Dakota"s dad needed 
anything, he climbed back into bed, berating himself for 
being a wishy-washy coward. What did he expect from 
Dakota, a vow of undying love after a week? The voice in his 
head replied softly, 


“That"s a two-way street, ya know.” The old saying was 
true, about a coward dying a thousand deaths. “Fuck, | feel 
like such a coward.” 


Rolling onto his side, eyes facing the door so he could see if 
Dakota returned, he kept a vigil on the hallway. 


The bed dipped, arms encircled him, warm skin pressing 
against his back. If this was a dream, he didn"t want to 
wake up. 
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Wally allowed himself a sigh and willed his dream to 
continue as he squirmed closer to the warmth. 


Sounds of the morning from outside the window pulled him 
awake. He reached behind him, his hand finding only sheet. 
So it was a dream. Rolling over, the bedding was messed 
up, and he thought there might be a depression in the 
pillow, but he wasn't sure. And either way, if it hadn't been 
a dream, Dakota certainly wasn"t here now. Getting up, he 
cleaned up and dressed before heading to the kitchen. 


Wally poured himself a mug of coffee. “Are we still going to 
visit Grand Teton?” 


“Yes. We"re just about ready to go,” Mario answered as 
Wally looked around. “Dakota said he had things that he had 
to do this morning and asked me to take you.” 


The coffee in his mug suddenly tasted like battery acid. 
He"d hoped he would have a chance to talk to Dakota 
during the trip, to tell him how he really felt. But for now, at 
least, he needn"t have worried. Dakota"s absence told him a 
lot. Wally regretted pulling away, but maybe it was for the 
best. “I"ll get my things and be ready to go in a few 
minutes.” Pouring out his mug, he left it in the sink and 
went to his room to get a jacket, returning to the living room 
and following Phillip out to the car. 


The ride wasn"t as far as Yellowstone, but felt like forever, 
sitting in the backseat alone. Mario and Phillip chatted 
excitedly, and they kept pulling him into the conversation. 
Though he tried, his heart wasn't in it. At the park entrance, 
they waited in line and paid the entrance fee before 
continuing on to one of the parking areas. 


The scenery was breathtaking, with jagged peaks rising 
above the river valleys. At the visitors" center, Wally sat 
with Mario and Phillip as they listened to a video 
presentation that explained the park and told its story. 
Glaciers, breathtaking mountain peaks with fields of flowers 
at their bases, all of it fascinated him. After the orientation, 
they walked back to the car and drove deeper into the 163 
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park. Turning the corner along the winding park road, they 
came on a valley. Mario stopped the car and Wally rolled 
down the window, hanging out to watch the bears fishing 
midstream. Without thinking, Wally turned to tell Dakota 
only then remembering that he wasn"t there. Wally pulled 
his head back inside and waited quietly in the backseat until 
the others were ready to move on. He felt like a third wheel 
and a huge party-pooper all rolled into one. 


As the day wore on, his morose attitude turned to frustration 
and anger. /f Dakota didn’t want to spend time with him, 
that was just fucking fine. Wally noticed Phillip turn in the 
seat as he heard Wally mutter to himself, and he quieted, 
turning the vitriol inside. 


l'm sure as hell not going to let it spoil my day. If that’s how 
he wants to be, fine! Wally might have made a mistake last 
night, but Dakota didn"t need to blow him off without talking 
to him or even seeing him. That was just rude! 


Wally shoved those thoughts aside when he saw a herd of 
wild buffalo grazing near a stream, young and old, all 
together. As he watched, they began to run along the 
stream, all of them racing away. Sitting in the car, he could 
feel the earth shake and vibrate. 


Mario stopped and Wally got out, standing so he could feel 
the pounding of the earth beneath him. “What's all that 
about?” Phillip asked, standing beside him. 


Mario pointed behind them. “Look!” A lean, dark form raced 
behind them, followed by another, cutting one of the slower 
buffalo from the herd. 


“Oh my God!” Wally exclaimed as a shiver went through 
him. 


“Those are wolves hunting.” 


“Shouldn"t we do something?” Phillip asked with excitement 
in his voice. 


“No. It"s the natural way of things. The strong survive.” 
Wally watched as the lone buffalo began to stumble, a wolf 
clamped onto its neck. They were too far away to see any 
detail, and Wally wished he could get closer, but there was 
no way. As he watched, the 164 
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buffalo went down and the herd continued its journey along 
the river, the vibrations fading with distance. 


Wally looked to Phillip, who had his eyes clamped shut as he 
turned and got into the car. “I don"t want to see.” 


Unable to take his eyes off the scene, something he never 
thought he would ever get to see, Wally watched, 
completely enraptured at the workings of nature. “The 
strong survive,” he muttered to himself, “and I intend to be 
one of them.” The buffalo lay in the grass, now just a brown 
hump with four wolves descending on it. Turning away, he 
got into the backseat as Mario slid behind the wheel. 


“That was really gross,” Phillip pronounced from the front 
seat. Mario said nothing, and Wally knew he was probably 
picturing one of the cattle in the buffalo"s place, but Wally 
knew what he"d seen—something rare and incredible. 


“Think of it this way. That buffalo was weak. If it were 
strong, it would have been able to keep up with the herd. 
Without that animal slowing them down, the herd is 
stronger, the next generation will be stronger, and the herd 
will survive. It"s part of the natural order, and we got to see 
it.” Wally couldn't keep the wonder and awe from his voice. 
Mario started the car and they moved on, continuing their 
motor tour of the park. 


The sun began to set as they left the park and headed back 
home. Wally had begun to put Dakota out of his mind for a 
while as he enjoyed the rest of the day in the park, but as 
the car got closer to the ranch, he began to get nervous. He 
knew he had to talk to Dakota and try to explain what he 
was feeling, but he really couldn"t put it into words. He 
hoped he could find the words when he saw Dakota, 
because the man deserved an explanation for last night. 


Pulling into the ranch, Wally saw Dakota sitting on the 
porch, framed by the light. As the car came to a stop, 
Dakota stood up and slowly walked down the steps and to 
the car. “Was it fun? Did you have a good time?” 
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Wally watched as Dakota stepped closer to the car, the 
smile on his face, the way he looked so pleased with himself 
—and it made the loneliness he'd felt all day boil up inside 
him. Wally opened his door, watching as Dakota 
approached. Slamming the door closed, he ignored the 
man"s question and stormed off toward the back of the 
house without saying a word. He didn't look at Dakota or 
anyone else. But as soon as he turned the corner, walking 
into the darkness of the backyard, his anger evaporated and 
his throat began to close. 


He"d seen great things and had a lot of fun today, but he"d 
been alone. Phillip and Mario had included him, but 
whenever they"d thought his back was turned, they"d 
touched each other or talked softly, and Wally would feel left 
out again. 


“Wally.” He turned and saw a tall, broad figure walking 
toward him, cowboy hat on his head, and he knew he was 
messing everything up. “Tell me what | did wrong?” The hurt 
in Dakota"s voice made him sound small, and for a second, 
Wally could hear the boy his lover had once been in his 
voice. The tightness in his chest, which had been growing, 
ratcheted up a little more, knowing that he was responsible. 


“It"s all my fault. | got scared.” Wally could barely get the 
words out of his mouth, and he knew if he talked right now, 
he'd cry. Dakota stepped closer and looked like he was 
going to hug him, but Wally backed away, and Dakota"s 
arms fell to his side. “Do you Know how many times I"ve 
actually hit anyone outside of a gym? 


Twice, and both of them have been in the last week.” Wally 
gasped for breath and didn"t know how to continue. “I was a 
coward,” he said, choking out the words. “I was scared and | 
shut you out.” 


Wally raised his eyes from the ground, wiping away his tears 
with the back of his hand. “I almost came to you but was too 
ashamed, and I was mad at you for not coming to me 
anyway.” 


“But | did.” Dakota"s voice came to him through the 
darkness. 


“|I waffled outside your door for the longest time, and after 

talking to Phillip, | finally figured out that | wasn"t being fair 
to you. | had some things to do and then came to your bed 

later, during the night.” 
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“I thought | dreamed it,” Wally said, almost to himself, 
“because | woke up alone.” 


“I had something | needed to do.” Dakota"s voice was 
closer, and then arms enfolded him, pulling Wally to his 
lover's hard, muscular body, and the scent he loved most 
filled his nose. “And you thought | was angry with you 
because | didn"t go with you to the park.” 


Wally nodded against Dakota's shirt. “Yeah, | missed you 
the entire day. Every time | saw something, I"d turn around 
to tell you and you weren't there.” Wally felt the arms 
around him tighten and a hand smooth through his hair. 


“Would you like to see why I didn"t go with you?” Dakota 
asked, his voice deep, and Wally lifted his face and felt 
Dakota"s lips against his. The darkness cloaked them as 
Wally felt Dakota"s kiss deepen, tongue exploring his lips 
and mouth. Wally couldn"t hold back a soft moan as the kiss 
intensified further, and his jeans suddenly seemed a size too 
small. Then the kiss lessened and Dakota's lips slipped 
away with a soft smack. “Let me show you what | did.” 


Stepping back, Wally felt Dakota"s hand slide into his as he 
led him back around the house and toward the barn. “Where 
are you taking me?” 


Dakota stopped moving. “It"s a surprise.” In the dim light 
from the porch, Wally could see Dakota"s excited smile. 
Then he led him into the barn. Curious heads poked out of 
the stalls, and Dakota led him all the way through to the 
back corner and stopped at what looked like a brand new 
door. “It isn"t finished yet, but | was able to make a good 
start.” Dakota turned the knob and pushed open the door. 
“This is going to be the new herd manager's office.” 


Curious and confused, Wally stepped inside, the smell of 
fresh paint nearly overwhelming. The room had two small 
windows facing both the road and the paddock. The walls 
were now white concrete, everything clean and fresh. “This 
should be a great place 167 
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for him to work. But why are you showing it to me?” He 
wanted to ask why Dakota had blown him off to make an 
office for someone else. It would have been way too pissy, 
but he thought it. Boy, did he ever. 


“Well, it was kind of my hope that you"d take the job.” 


Wally stopped moving and turned, looking at the satisfied 
smile on Dakota's face. 


“| put up the ceiling tiles last night. | wanted them 
removable so they could be cleaned for you, and | figured if 
| put cabinets over here”—Dakota moved to the inside wall 
—“then you would have a place for all your veterinary 
supplies. | also thought | could knock a door in the wall here, 
and we could build a special examination room, with a 
paddock for patients off of it as well.” 


“Me? You want me to....” Wally stopped, unable to continue 
as he looked around the room. 


“I kind of figured that managing the herd would be part 
time, and I'd hire you as the ranch veterinarian.” 


“But Dakota....” He began to protest, unsure if Dakota was 
taking liberties or being the sweetest man alive. 


“| asked you to stay a couple days ago, and | don"t want to 
pressure you, but | wanted to show you that you"d be a 
valuable person here. That you'd be a part of the life of the 
ranch, not just the....” Dakota"s voice trailed off, and Wally 
stepped closer, wondering what Dakota was about to say. 
“Not just the person I"m in love with.” 


“Wait”—he stepped closer—“you'"re in love with me? It's 
only been a week.” 


“I"ve never been in love before, but I"m pretty sure this is 
it.” 


Dakota smiled brightly. “When you"re with me, things feel 
right.” 


“Kota,” Wally said, swallowing hard. “I"m not sure what to 
say to all this.” 
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“I know this seems like I"m putting pressure on you, but | 
don"t mean to. | just want you to know that you can have a 
life here with me. That is, if you want it.” Wally felt Dakota"s 
arms around him again. “I want you to think about it, 
knowing that you"ll have a place here, on the ranch, as well 
as in my heart.” 


Dakota took his hand again and turned off the light, leading 
him back through the barn and toward the porch. Dakota 
took a seat on the swing and tugged Wally onto his lap 
before slowly rocking them back and forth. “I"m sorry it took 
me a while to realize—with Phillip"s and Dad"s help—that 
you have a lot to lose if you decide to stay here. And | 
wanted you to know that you had something to gain too.” 


Wally rested his head against Dakota"s shoulder, kissing the 
soft skin on his neck. “I already knew that.” Wally felt 
Dakota stretch his neck, and he took advantage of the 
invitation, sucking gently on the soft skin. “I guess | was a 
little freaked by everyone in the restaurant.” 


“I"m sorry about that. It was enough to make anyone 
uncomfortable.” 


“Don"t be. It"s not your fault, and next time, they probably 
won't pay any attention.” Wally squirmed a little, getting 
comfortable and feeling Dakota"s excitement against his 
butt. 


“Next time?” Dakota groaned as Wally kept moving. 


Wally stilled, looking into Dakota's eyes. “You don"t think 
I"m going to let a few hicks stop us from having dinner, do 
you?” 


Wally brought his lips to Dakota's as he shifted on his lap. 
“Maybe we should take this inside. | don"t think your hands 
want to see us out here like this.” 


“You"re probably right. Besides, | sort of want you all to 
myself right now.” 
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Wally slipped off Dakota"s lap. Taking his lover"s hand, he 
allowed himself to be led inside. “I sort of figured you"d be 
more shy about showing affection.” 


Dakota shrugged. “I guess | figured that once | told my dad 
and he supported me, the rest of the world could go to hell. 
The screen door closed behind them, and Dakota continued 
leading him through the house. “Besides, there"s one thing | 
know, and that"s a good thing,” he added as they reached 
his bedroom, “and you"re it.” 


” 


“Tam?” Wally asked against those lips. 
“Oh, yeah,” Dakota sighed, their breath mingling. 


The door closed behind them, and Wally found himself being 
pressed back against the bed. 


“I may be the luckiest man alive, because | found someone 
wonderfully special,” Dakota murmured against his lips, and 
Wally fell backward onto the mattress as Dakota deepened 
the kiss. “I know you have to leave in a few days, but until 


then, | get to do everything | can to convince you to come 
back.” 


Wally moaned as Dakota's hands lifted his shirt, tugging it 
over his head. Where it went after that, he didn"t know or 
care. His skin sang wherever Dakota touched him. “Don"t 

think so hard, at least not right now,” Dakota cooed softly 

into his ear. “Just feel and let go for me.” 


Sighing softly, Wally stopped the thinking and the 
wondering. 


The decisions would be there in the morning, but right here, 
right now, there was only Dakota and his hands, hands that 
at that very second had worked their way beneath him, 
Cupping his butt. “I can never think when you"re around, 
that's the problem.” Wally arched into the touch, thoughts 
and worries flying from his mind. His remaining clothing 
Slipped away, and Dakota"s weight pressed into him, warm 
Skin surrounding him as lips took his, hard and firm. 


Wally knew Dakota was staking a claim, letting him know 
just what he was feeling with a clarity that rivaled him 
shouting it from the top of the barn. 
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Hanging on for dear life, his spirit soared as Dakota made 
love to him, winding his body tight and plucking his desire 
like a fine instrument. Every touch was magical, filled with 
love and hope. 


Their bodies joined, Dakota deep inside him, reaching to his 
heart, and Wally cried out, “Love you, Kota!” Finally letting 
go of the last string around his heart, his spirit soared like 


one of the wolves he loved so much, sprinting over the 
prairie. 


They collapsed in a heap and a tangle of arms and legs, 
Dakota holding him tight and Wally never wanting to move 
again. Lying there in Dakota"s arms, he had a moment of 
emotional clarity. He did love Dakota, and maybe they could 
be good together. 


“In the park today, | saw wolves hunting a buffalo.” Wally 
looked into Dakota's sleepy eyes. “And | thought that 
maybe you and | were like them. That as long as we shared 
the same space, we'd always be at odds with each other in 
some way.” Dakota"s eyes opened wider and a concerned 
look crossed his face. “But | was wrong.” Wally shifted. “My 
reasoning was wrong.” Dakota relaxed against him. “We are 
like them, but because we need each other.” 


“I don't get it,” Dakota said, yawning. 


“The buffalo need the wolves to cull the herd and keep it 
strong. The wolves need the buffalo for food. They share the 
Same range, and without the other, neither is as strong.” 


Dakota tugged him closer, lips against his neck. “You think 
of the strangest things sometimes.” 


“We need each other, just like they do.” Wally stroked a 
hand down Dakota's chest, leaning forward to taste the 
salty skin. 


“Are you telling me what | think you are?” 


“Yes, Kota. I"m going to make Wyoming my home. | love 
you, and | would be a complete fool to let the chance to see 
where this can lead slip through my fingers.” 
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Wally knew they hadn"t known each other long and that it 
wouldn"t be easy, but nothing worthwhile was ever easy. 
Dakota, suddenly awake, rolled him onto his back, gazing 
down at him with a huge grin. Wally smiled back at him, 
mischievously, he hoped. 


“But there's just one question | need to ask, Dakota. Does 
this herd manager job come with a place to live? Because 
I"m going to need one.” 


Dakota rolled away, looking stern. “Sure. There"s room for 
one more in the bunkhouse.” Wally swatted Dakota lightly 
on the side before tickling the bigger man, the whole bed 

Shaking as Dakota squirmed. 


“The bunkhouse!” Wally exclaimed in mock indignation, as 
he tickled the larger man with nimble fingers. 


“Okay, okay.” Dakota held his hands up in surrender, smiling 
as he pulled Wally to him. “How about this? You can keep 
the room you"re using, but I"Il leave my door open for you.” 


“Somehow | don"t see that room getting much use.” 
“| hope not, but you'll have a place of your own.” 


“Personally,” Wally said, moving closer, half burrowing 
beneath Dakota"s warmth as the cool night air streamed 
through the windows, “I don"t think | need anything but 
what's right here.” 


Wally rested his head on Dakota"s arm and felt Dakota"s 
hands in his hair and the touch of soft lips on his ear. “Night, 


cowboy.” Wally squirmed slightly against Dakota"s skin and 
was asleep almost instantly. 


“ONLY one more day,” Phillip commented as Wally and 
Dakota joined him at the table in the morning. Dakota 
smiled knowingly at Wally before filling two mugs. “What 
was that for?” Phillip looked at him critically. “Are you 
staying?” 
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“Yes and no,” Wally answered. “I"m going back with you 
tomorrow so | can clear things up at home. I"ve been offered 
a job with Doc Hastings, and Dakota"s asked me to help him 
here by managing the herd records.” Wally couldn"t keep 
the excited smile of his face. 


“I thought something like that was going to happen.” Phillip 
returned his attention to his mug, ignoring them both. 


Wally saw Dakota look at him questioningly, and he 
shrugged in answer. Dakota placed a mug in front of him 
and trailed a hand over his shoulder before leaving the room 
to let them talk. 


“What"s wrong with me?” 


Wally did a double take. “Where did that come from? That 
doesn"t sound like you at all.” To Wally, it almost seemed as 
though a different person from the confident, vivacious 
Phillip had usurped Phillip"s body. “You"re the most 
confident person | know.” 


“I don"t know. Maybe I"m just not ready to go home.” Phillip 
finished his coffee and got up to put his mug in the sink. 


“Don"t worry about it.” 


Wally got up and met his friend by the sink, pinning him 
against the counter. “You don"t get to drop a bomb like that 
and then pass it off as nothing. So spill it.” Wally stepped 
back so Phillip could sit back down. 


“I"ve dated God knows how many men. Some of them were 
great guys | really liked.” Phillip sounded a little whiny, but 
Wally figured he was allowed. His friend had listened to him 
enough over the years. “And | always discount them for 
some reason. Take Mario—he"s a sweet man with a great 
personality and he really likes me. We have fun together, 
laugh at the same shit, and hell, | even enjoyed digging 
fence posts with him.” 


“So what's the issue?” 
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“I don"t know,” Phillip replied a little too fast, and Wally 
waited, knowing his friend would elaborate when he was 
ready, but he said nothing more. 


“You don"t have to tell me, but ask yourself what"s missing. 


What is it you"re expecting or wanting that isn"t there, and 
is it really important in the grand scheme of things?” 


“I"m sorry to dump this on you.” Phillip rocked the chair 
back on its legs nervously. 


Wally reached to his friend, taking his hand. “Let me tell you 
this. We got here, and you started seeing Mario at the same 
time that | started spending time with Dakota. Did you tell 


yourself that you were just having fun, or did you allow 
yourself the possibility that it might be more, if you let it 
happen?” Wally knew he didn"t have the answers, and the 
most he could do to help was try to give Phillip something to 
think about. He didn"t answer, and Wally didn't really 
expect him to. Pushing back his chair, Wally left Phillip alone 
and went to find Dakota. 


He heard Dakota's voice before he saw him. The fresh 
breeze blew through the barn. “How's your dad this 
morning?” Wally asked, as he came up behind Dakota, 
slipping his hands around his waist after Dakota dropped the 
hay bale. 


“He asked if you"d be sure to stop in before you leave.” 
Dakota"s face was lined with worry. 
“Of course. You told him I"d be back, didn"t you?” 


Dakota turned around, looking pale. “I did, but he"s not 
doing well.” Dakota swallowed. “I called the doctor and he 
said to bring him to the hospital.” Dakota shook his head in 
frustration. “The man"s a moron sometimes. He lives two 
miles away. | cajoled him into stopping by this afternoon. 
Dad"s sleeping now.” 


Wally didn"t Know what to say, but he could feel Dakota"s 
distress as though it were his own. 
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“I wanted to take you to Jackson today, but I think | need to 
stick close to the house.” 


Wally squeezed a little tighter, leaning his head against 
Dakota's back. “It doesn"t matter where we are, as long as 
we can spend the day together. Maybe we can take a ride 
before lunch. Then | can pack while the doctor's here.” 


“I"m sorry.” Dakota turned around, a very worried look on 
his face. “Dad goes through these bouts every so often, and 
while they always pass, each one leaves him weaker and he 
never gets back to where he was before. And | know that, 
eventually, he won't recover at all.” Dakota swallowed, and 
Wally hugged him tight. There was nothing he could do but 
be supportive. Something told him that Dakota hadn"t had a 
lot of unconditional support, except from his dad. Wally, on 
the other hand, knew his parents would support him no 
matter what. They might not be happy that he was moving 
halfway across the country, but they"d adjust, and probably 
come to Wyoming on vacation. 


“Nothing to be sorry for.” 


Dakota sniffed once and then seemed to pull himself out of 
his funk. “Why don"t we saddle up? Did you have a place in 
mind for our ride?” 


“I thought we could ride to the swimming hole. It"s hot, and 
the water will probably feel good.” Wally figured he could 
think of something to take Dakota"s mind off his dad, fora 
little while anyway. 


They saddled the horses and headed out. Wally saw Phillip 
coming outside as they were leaving the yard and he pulled 


up. 


“You want to come along?” He wanted time alone with 
Dakota, but he couldn"t stand seeing Phillip look so down. 


“No.” Phillip looked to Dakota. “Do you know where Mario is 
this morning?” 


“He was working with one of the horses in the back paddock 
on the other side of the barn.” Dakota pointed, and Phillip 
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that direction without saying more. Wally hoped he was on 
his way to talk to the man, but he didn't pry. Phillip would 
probably tell him eventually. Clicking his teeth, he nudged 
his horse forward, and they walked leisurely past the house 
and onto the trail. 


They didn"t talk much on the ride. Dakota was obviously 
worried, and Wally was deep in his own thoughts. As they 
approached the trees, they dismounted and walked the 
horses to the grassy clearing, tethering them and then 
spreading a blanket on the grass. Even in the shade, the 
heat and complete lack of any movement made the air 
oppressive and close. 


Dakota flopped down and Wally joined him, the quiet 
between them companionable for a while, but eventually 
Wally decided it was time to stop Dakota"s ruminating. “I"m 
going for a swim,” he pronounced as he stood up. 


“The water's pretty cold.” 


“It wasn"t too bad when | checked it the last time we were 
here. Besides, you want cold water, try swimming in Lake 
Michigan.” 


Wally kicked off his shoes and slipped off his socks before 
pulling his shirt over his head and opening his pants, 
slipping them down his legs. He knew he was giving Dakota 


a show—after all, that was the idea. Naked, he walked 
toward the rocky stream and stepped in. The water was 
indeed cool, but not cold, and he walked toward the still 
water until the bottom fell away. The water prickled his skin 
as he swam, washing away the heat and sweat. Turning 
around, he looked to Dakota and saw the man trying to 
decide if he wanted to join him. To help him decide, Wally 
swam toward the shallows and stood up, looking away from 
Dakota, his butt just above the water. 


Pretending that he wasn"t paying attention, he heard 
Dakota moving around and then a soft splash as Dakota 
stepped in. Warm hands slid around his waist, and he felt 
Dakota"s chest against his back and a hardness against his 
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his arms around Dakota"s neck and wound his legs around 
his waist, bringing their lips together in a smoldering kiss. 


Dakota moaned softly as Wally took charge, their chests 
mashing together, the water flowing by them, his throbbing 
cock trapped between their bodies. Hands slid down Wally"s 
back, work-roughened palms cupping his cheeks, and Wally 
used them as leverage to press closer to his lover. “Does 
anyone else come here?” 


Wally asked against Dakota's lips. 


“Not that I"m aware of,” Dakota answered, and Wally felt 
them begin to move through the water toward the bank. 
Carefully, Dakota maneuvered them onto the bank, but 
Wally was barely aware of it as he assaulted Dakota's lips. 
Hanging on tight, he was lowered to the blanket, Dakota's 
weight on him, feet in the air, eyes closed, his entire being 
crying out for Dakota"s touch. 


The weight on his body faded away, and Wally opened his 
eyes, lifting his head as Dakota"s tongue speared his 
opening. Eyes rolling back, head flopping on the blanket, his 
mind descended into a passion-induced haze. Tongue sliding 
away, there was a ripping sound, then a burning stretch 
followed by intense, head-throbbing pleasure. Dakota filling 
him deep, unmoving. 


“Kota, God.... Please.” Wally"d beg and plead if he had to, to 
get Dakota to move and end his teasing. Slowly, Dakota 
pulled away and thrust hard and deep, dragging himself 
over that special spot that left no doubt in Wally"s mind that 
there was indeed a God. 


Squeezing hard, he heard Dakota gasp as his body grasped 
him, trying to pull Dakota deeper. He could not get enough 
and began rocking in time to his lover"s rhythm, driving 
them deeper, increasing the power of each passionate 
thrust. “Wally, | won"t last if you do that.” 


“Don"t want you to last. Want to know | can make you lose 
control.” Wally smacked his skin to Dakota"s, the sound 
carrying through the clearing as Dakota's rhythm became 
ragged. Wally pried his eyes open, placing his hands on 
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pulling them together as he watched Dakota"s passion 
overtake him. 


Eyes closing, mouth open, Dakota erupted deep inside him, 
crying out his passion to the wind, with Wally following right 
behind. Then they were still; the only movement or sound 
was their breathing and the water, until a cry echoed over 
the prairie, low and long, followed by a yip of warning. 


Dakota collapsed on top, and Wally chuckled softly as he 
smoothed Dakota's hair. “You"re my alpha male, Kota.” 
Wally wriggled a little, their chests sliding together. “At least 
he thinks so.” Dakota lifted his head, and Wally saw that the 
worry and lines had softened, replaced with a relaxed smile 
and pure contentment. 


“He does, huh?” Dakota looked mildly concerned. 


“Yeah, but as long as you don"t answer, which isn't likely for 
at least ten minutes,” Wally said, smirking, “he'll think he 
drove you off.” Wally settled back on the blanket, his hands 
playing over Dakota's skin. He had no intention of moving 
any time soon. 


“We should get back,” Dakota said with a touch of concern 
in his voice, but he made no effort to move. 


“Just relax. We'll start back in a few minutes. | just want a 
little time, right here, with you.” Wally held Dakota"s hand 
as a Slight breeze came up, rustling the leaves just a little 
before dying away again. 


A low growl from Wally"s stomach, answered almost 
immediately by one from Dakota"s, pulled them out of their 
relaxed state, and they reluctantly got up, dressed, and 
mounted their horses for a slow ride back to the barn. 
Sliding off the horse, Wally led her to the barn and removed 
her saddle and blanket before releasing her into the 
paddock. As he was finishing, he heard a car pull up and 
Saw a man walking toward the porch, carrying what looked 
like a leather bag. Dakota met the man Wally assumed was 
the doctor and led him inside. Wally followed and went to 
his room to begin the process of packing for the drive home. 
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DAKOTA helped his dad raise the head of the bed. “He'll be 
here,” 


his dad commented in slightly slurred speech. “The view out 
that window is not going to change, and checking every five 
minutes isn"t going to get him here any faster.” Dakota 
turned back from the window to see what passed for a sly 
smile on his dad"s face. 


“Am | that obvious?” He began fussing with the bedding 
before making sure his dad had everything he needed. 


“You've been as grouchy as a wounded bull ever since he 
left. 


The rest of us should be the ones looking out that window. 
The sooner he gets here, the better.” 


Dakota knew his dad was teasing, but he also knew there 
was a grain of truth to it as well. Wally had been gone for 
the past two weeks, and he'd missed him something awful. 
He"d asked himself over and over how someone could 
insinuate himself into his life so quickly, and decided that 
was just his Wally. “I Know, and I"m sorry about that.” 


“Don't be. You"re in love, and believe it or not, | remember 
how it feels.” Jefferson relaxed back against his pillow, the 
Small amount of talking already wearing him out. Dakota 
gave him a drink and completed what he needed, turning on 
the television to a baseball game and leaving the room. 


The past two weeks had been a mixture of activity and 
loneliness. He"d talked to Wally almost every day, and 
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had phone sex a few times, but it always left him feeling a 
little hollow and wishing for the real thing. When he wasn"t 
taking care of his dad, he"d been finishing Wally'"s office, 
and had even cut the door. With the help of the guys, he"d 
set the foundation of the exam room and had started to 
construct the walls. He hoped Wally liked it. 


Dakota was sure he would but wished he were here to give 
his guidance. They would have gotten further, but the spell 
his dad had just before Wally left turned out to be an 
infection, and he"d been spending a lot of time making sure 
his dad wasn"t exposed to anything until all the medication 
he was being given had a chance to work. 


In the living room, he flopped into one of the chairs 
restlessly before getting up again and leaving the house, 
sitting on the front porch, listening to the sounds of the 
ranch as it prepared for another night. Horses shuffled in the 
paddock, snorting and whinnying softly, locusts and crickets 
played their tunes, and the cattle made their lowing sounds 
as the light faded. Even the wolf call that had always 
provoked such dread didn"t faze him like it used to. Night 
after night, he found himself listening for the calls. Every 


time he heard them, he remembered Wally and how he 
loved that sound. 


One thing he had noticed was that each night, the calls got 
softer and seemed to be getting farther away. He knew 
Wally would probably be disappointed, but Dakota was 
relieved that they seemed to be moving on. 


Darkness fell around him, and Dakota kept a lookout on the 
road for approaching headlights. As each set appeared, he 
watched them until they passed the drive and then resettled 
in his seat. The air cooled and still he waited, until another 
set of lights appeared, slowed, and turned into the drive. 


Wally"s car had barely stopped and Dakota was there, 
opening the door. Wally stepped out and Dakota pulled him 
close, bringing their lips together in a hard, possessive kiss. 


“That was some reception,” Wally quipped lightly when 
Dakota finally released him... only to lunge for Dakota, 
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his arms around his neck and trying to climb him. God, it felt 
good to have the warm body squirming against his, those 
soft lips his for the tasting. “Missed you, Kota.” 


“I missed you too.” Dakota let Wally stand again. “Could you 
get any more in there?” Dakota chuckled as he looked in the 
back window. The car was packed to the gills. 


“We can unload that in the morning. All | need for tonight is 
in the trunk.” 


“All | need for tonight is you.” Dakota leered at the smaller 
man, and Wally groaned deep in his throat. 


Wally popped the trunk, and Dakota walked to the back of 
the car, marveling that things didn"t start bursting out, it 
was so full. 


Wally pulled out a suitcase and closed the trunk. Picking up 
his bag, Wally began walking toward the house, and Dakota 
followed, watching that cute bubble butt bounce in those 
tight jeans. Now that was a sight worth waiting for. 


Dakota watched, a smile on his face, as Wally walked 
through the house, his smile fading as Wally walked into the 
room he"d been using when he was here before. Dakota 
stopped in the doorway, watching as Wally plopped his 
Suitcase on the bed and opened it. 


“What?” Wally asked as he stopped and turned around. 


“| thought....” Dakota swallowed hard and stepped out of 
the room. Obviously, Wally hadn"t thought the same thing 
he had. 


Walking to his own room, he sat on the edge of his bed, 
breathing deeply to keep the disappointment from 
overwhelming him. A soft knock brought his attention back 
from the small rip in the rug he'd been staring at. 


“What"s wrong?” Wally sat on the bed next to him. 
“Nothing.” He couldn"t tell Wally what he"d been hoping. 
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“Kota, what is it?” Wally took his hand, and Dakota felt his 
heart beat a little faster just from the touch. “We need to 
talk to one another if this is going to work.” 


“What's ,this"?” Dakota got up and pulled open two of the 
drawers in the dresser, now empty, before opening the 
closet door. 


“| made room for you....” Dakota looked over at Wally and 
saw a huge smile. 


“You made room for me?” Wally walked to him, and Dakota 
found himself plastered against Wally"s squirming body. “l 
didn"t know what you'd want.” Wally kissed him hard, trying 
to climb him at the same time. Taking pity on the smaller 
man, Dakota lifted him, laying him on the bed, kissing him 
hard as he felt Wally"s arms around his neck. 


Their clothes disappeared, and Dakota sighed as his skin 
moved against Wally"s, his hands relearning the body 
beneath him, each curve, muscle, and dimple flowing 
beneath his hands. “Feels like forever since I got to hold 
you.” 


“I missed this too.” Wally"s hands slid along his side. “I want 
you, Kota.” 


“Need to get you ready, love.” 
“Love?” Wally asked softly. 


“Yeah, | love you. Didn"t feel right without you.” Dakota 
rolled Wally beneath him and pinned him to the mattress, 
pressing his chest to Wally"s back, kissing his neck before 
moving down his body. Wally"s skin tasted like earth and 
fresh air, a taste and scent he"d come to equate with his 
lover, and one he realized he"d missed as soon as he tasted 
it again. Continuing down Wally"s body, the flavor 
intensified as he got closer and closer to Wally"s core. 


“Kota!” Wally cried out as that special flavor burst onto 
Dakota"s tongue. Continuing down Wally"s cleft, Dakota 
zeroed in on Wally"s opening, thrusting deep and listening 
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whimpery sounds of ecstasy Wally made every time he 
touched him. 


“Don't tease, Kota, please.” 


“Not teasing.” Dakota squeezed Wally"s cheeks, spreading 
them wide. “Just loving every part of you.” Wally moaned 
again as Dakota speared him deep, until the muscles 
relaxed around him. 


Kissing his way up Wally"s back, Dakota reached to the 
nightstand and found the small packet he was looking for. 
“Is this okay?” 


“God, yes, Kota.” Wally gasped breathlessly. “Want you to 
be part of me.” 


As Wally turned over, legs wound around his waist, Dakota 
slowly entered his lover, joining them. The sigh Wally made 
as Dakota slid deep rumbled through both of them. 


“Yes, Kota. Yes.” 


Their lovemaking was hard and fast. Dakota knew he wasn"t 
going to last, his excitement was just too great. And from 
the noises and shouts Wally was making, the entire house 
and most of the ranch knew how happy his lover was at that 
moment. “Kota!” Wally cried as he came around him, pulling 
Dakota off the precipice of his own passionate release. 


Dakota held Wally close, neither saying anything as they 
gasped for breath, but he wasn'"t willing to let him go. Part 
of him was afraid that if he did, he"d be gone again. 
Nuzzling behind Wally"s ear, Dakota let his eyes drift closed, 
his other senses filling with everything Wally. 


“Are you sure this is what you want? That /’m what you 
want?” 


“Where's this coming from?” Dakota slid his eyes open, 
trying hard not to let his nerves take over. 


“I guess I"m worried that you"ll get tired of me.” He couldn't 
see Wally"s face, but he could hear the trepidation in his 
voice. 
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“Look. You can stay wherever you want.” Dakota shifted so 
he could look into Wally"s eyes. “I"m not going to force you 
into something you don"t want or aren"t ready for.” Wally"s 
eyes widened. “But understand this: | want you right where 
you are, right now—in my bed, with me holding you and 
loving you. If you want to keep your things in the other 
room, that's fine. If you want to sleep there, that's okay too. 
Not preferable and not what | hope you'll want, but it"s okay 
if that"s what makes you feel comfortable.” 


“It"s just that when I"m with you, you"re all | can think of, 
and when I"m away from you, all | can think of is seeing you 
again.” 


Dakota saw the concern in Wally"s eyes. “Sometimes | find 
it hard to think around you, and then | wonder if we"re going 
too fast.” 


Wally"s words tumbled out, and Dakota allowed himself a 
smile. 


“If you think you"re the only one who feels that way, you"re 
mistaken.” Dakota placed a soft kiss on those already 
Slightly kiss-swollen lips. “Because you do the same things 
to me. I"Il be honest with you, | asked my dad about it while 
you were gone, and he told me that love should be 
treasured, because you never know how long you"!l have it. 
He said that my mom always wanted to go places and see 
things.” Dakota got out of the bed and began rummaging 
through the bedside table. Finding what he was looking for, 
he pulled a binder out and closed the drawer, handing it to 
Wally. “Dad gave me this. It was my mom's.” Dakota 
watched as Wally opened the faded cover, the plastic pages 
crinkling as he turned them. 


“This is Paris” —Wally turned another page—“and London.” 


Wally"s eyes widened as he held up a page. “Is this the 
Nile?” 


Dakota nodded slowly. “She made this book of all the places 
she wanted to see with my dad. He told her that once the 
ranch was successful, they"d go everywhere she wanted.” 


Wally looked up slowly, his eyes locking on Dakota's. 


“She died before they got to see any of these places. Dad 
said it was his one regret, and told me, where love was 
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follow my heart.” Dakota climbed back on the bed, sitting in 
front of Wally. “So that"s exactly what I"m doing.” Dakota 
took the notebook from Wally"s hand, placing it on the 


table, and leaned forward, his arms wrapping around his 
lover, guiding him back on the bed, kissing him hard. “| 
don"t want to regret anything as far as you"re concerned.” 
He kissed Wally again. “I know this seems fast, but | know 
what | want, and that"s you.” Dakota pulled back, smiling 
down at his lover... and waited. 


“You want me to tell you now?” Wally asked playfully. 


““Cause | can"t think with you looking all sexy and 
everything.” 


“You don"t have to decide now, but I do promise that 
whatever you decide, | definitely intend to court you.” 
Dakota nipped at Wally"s neck. 


“Isn"t it a bit late for that?” Wally stretched his neck, giving 
Dakota more access to that soft skin. 


“It"s never too late,” Dakota muttered against Wally"s skin, 
his tongue sliding across the slender neck. “I want you to 
feel special, and fully intend to see that you do.” 


“Kota.” Wally shivered beneath him, and Dakota smiled 
before sucking a small mark at the base of Wally"s neck. 
“Are you giving me a hickey?” 


“Uh-huh.” Dakota licked and kissed the skin to soothe it. 


“Want everyone to know that the best-looking man in the 
county belongs to me.” 


“I can"t wait to see how they react when you go a-courtin".” 


Wally smirked, and Dakota couldn"t help chuckling. 


“They don't really matter.” Dakota lifted his face. “I was so 
afraid of coming out for years, and now that | have, I"ve 
found out who my real friends are. People | thought were my 
friends have crossed the street when they"ve seen me 
coming, and others | barely know have shaken my hand in 
the drugstore. | just don"t get it sometimes. What | was 
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and not be able to get others. But it seems that there are 
other gay cowboys out there, and they all want to work 
here. | had eight men apply for one position last week.” 


Dakota felt Wally tense. “Have there been any issues?” 


“You mean other than Greg bringing his new girlfriend 
around, just so we could see her?” Dakota smirked and 
Wally began to laugh. 


“Didn"t want there to be any misunderstandings, did he?” 


“Nope. He was so funny. But he stuck up for one of the other 
hands in town. I"m sure we"ll have our issues, but soon 
enough we'll be nothing special. Folks are good-hearted, 
especially when you"re nice to them first.” 


Wally got quiet, and Dakota settled on the mattress, holding 
his lover. He knew Wally was thinking a whole lot of shit. 
Hell, he"d done plenty of that over the last few weeks. 
Thought about everything from having Wally get his own 
place and keeping things quiet to asking him to live on the 
ranch with him, and he"d decided that it was only fair to 
Wally, to both of them, that they be themselves—and the 
flapping-gums club be damned. Either people would come 
around or they wouldn't. 


“Are you sure this is what you want?” Wally finally asked, 
breaking through the quiet. 


“It"s what you want that matters,” Dakota replied as he 
stroked his fingers through Wally'"s soft hair, the scent of his 
lover filling his senses. He felt Wally nod softly, but he didn't 
say anything more. 


Untangling himself, Dakota slipped out of bed, pulling on his 
robe. 


Leaving the room, he looked in on his dad, turning off the 
television and clicking off the light. Returning to his 
bedroom, he smiled as he saw Wally, now asleep on the 
bed. Slipping off the robe, Dakota lay down next to Wally, 
and immediately the smaller man had himself wrapped 
around Dakota as he snuffled softly in his sleep. Smiling to 
himself, Dakota let his eyes drift closed. 
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LIGHT streamed through the windows as Dakota woke to an 
empty bed. Sitting up, the covers pooling around his waist, 
he looked around but didn"t see Wally anywhere. Then the 
bedroom door opened, and Wally came in wearing only a 
pair of shorts, a suitcase in one hand and a box in the other. 
Without saying anything, Wally opened the suitcase and 
began filling one of the drawers. 


“I guess you decided.” 


Wally stopped and turned around. “I just hope you know 
what you"re in for.” Dakota rolled his eyes before getting out 
of bed and walking to where Wally was standing at the 


dresser. Tugging on the shorts, they slipped down Wally"s 
legs. “Hey,” Wally cried softly as he turned around. 


“Hey yourself—unpacking can wait.” 
“For what?” Wally"s eyes darkened. 


“We've got some celebrating to do.” With a scoop of his 
arms, he lifted Wally up and deposited him on the bed with 
a bounce. 


“Lots of celebrating; could take three or four decades.” 
Wally giggled and threw his arms around Dakota's shoulder. 
“Maybe longer.” 
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GOD, spring seemed like it had been a long time coming, 
but it had arrived. Dakota threw his jacket over the paddock 
fence and went back to working with his new colt. When 
they"d found out that Milford had decided to sell the twin 
colts, Wally had pestered Dakota mercilessly into buying 
them. Well, mercilessly was a harsh word—all Wally really 
had to do was look at him with those big eyes and Dakota 


would do anything for him. Besides, it was turning out to be 
a great idea, and in the end they"d each purchased one. 


Both were healthy, strong, and very smart. Dakota had to 
hand it to the man—his Wally knew his animals. Released 
from the training halter, the colt butted Dakota"s chest 
softly, looking for a treat and knowing Dakota was a soft 
touch, before bounding off to explore. 


He watched the colt for a while, thinking of Wally. Things 
hadn"t always gone as planned. Dakota had hoped that 
Wally would be able to manage the herd for him, but Doc 
Hastings had been keeping Wally really busy. It seemed that 
the ranchers could care less about their relationship, at least 
when it came to the care that Wally provided to their 
working animals and livestock. Wally won them over almost 
as easily as he"d stolen Dakota's heart. That acceptance 
had a downside—Wally was so busy that he didn"t have 
time to manage the herd for him like they"d planned, but 
Dakota was thrilled at Wally"s acceptance and had gladly 
continued managing the herd records. 


Every problem hadn"t gone as smoothly. They'd had their 
fights, but they"d always made up, and Dakota smiled as he 
thought 188 


A Shared Range 


of those makeup sessions. Hell, they almost made the 
fighting worthwhile... almost. 


Some things had gone better than he"d ever dreamed. His 
dad had taken Wally into his family and often referred to 
both of them as his sons. The first time he"d done it, Dakota 
had seen a tear in his lover's eye. Unfortunately, his dad 
had had another infection, and just after Christmas, they'd 


had to take his foot. Since then, he"d been doing very well, 
knock wood. 


Leaving the paddock, Dakota picked up his jacket. He heard 
a car pull into the drive, looked up, and saw Wally jump out, 
all full of energy and barely stopping long enough to shut 
the door. 


“Kota,” Wally called as he walked over, looking around 
before barreling into him, kissing him hard. They were 
careful when outside. Most of the men had gotten used to 
them, but they didn"t want to make anyone uncomfortable. 


“What's got you so worked up?” Dakota grinned. “Not that 
I"m complaining.” Dakota returned the kiss, feeling the 
energy throbbing through his lover. God, that was a turn-on. 
Whenever Wally felt like a live wire, Dakota never knew 
what incredible things the man would do. No, he wasn"t 
complaining at all. 


Wally ended the kiss, pulling back and grabbing his hand, 
tugging him around the side of the house. “That scrubby 
land over there”—Wally pointed—“do you use it for 
anything?” 


Dakota furrowed his brow. “No,” he replied cautiously, 


“why?” Wally looked up at him, eyes wide, mouth set a 
certain way. 


“What are you up to?” Dakota knew that look, designed to 
completely disarm any argument he might make, and fuck 
all if it didn"t usually work. “That"s enough of the puppy 
look, what gives?” 


Dakota knew this was one of those what-is-Wally-gonna-get- 
me-into moments. His life was never dull, and all he had to 


Say was, 

“Thank God for my Wally!” 
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“I"d like to clean out the brush and build a pen beneath 
those trees.” 


“They"re just scrub....” Dakota caught the rest of what Wally 
had said. “What sort of pen?” When it came to animals, 
Wally was still a soft touch, trying to help the world. It was 
one of the things he loved about the smaller man. 


“Promise you'll hear me out before you start yelling.” 


Good God, what was Wally up to? “Okay, | promise not to 
yell until after you"re done.” Wally whacked his shoulder 
playfully, and Dakota saw his lover's eyes roll. The man 
knew him so well. “Just tell me and get it over with.” 


“You know there"s a circus in Jackson.” Dakota nodded, his 
suspicions rising by the second. “They called us because 
one of their animals was sick.” Wally chewed his lower lip 
nervously. “The thing is that the animal wasn"t really sick, 
just getting old.” Wally"s voice faltered a little, and Dakota"s 
stomach clenched. “I can't let them put him to sleep, | just 
can't.” 


Dakota could feel his resolve slipping away as he pulled 
Wally to him. The man always got upset whenever he saw a 
creature being mistreated, especially when he thought he 
could or should help. 


“What is it you want to do?” 


“I want to build a pen and bring Schian here, so he can live 
out his days in peace and quiet. | even got them to pay for 
his upkeep, all we have to do is build a pen for him.” 


The hair on the back of Dakota"s neck stood up and his 
spine tingled. “What is Schian?” 


Wally swallowed. “A lion.” 


Dakota rubbed his ears, making sure they were working. “A 
lion! Are you nuts? What in hell are you going to do with a 
lion?” 


Dakota knew he was ranting, but he figured he was entitled. 
A lion, good God! 
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Wally crossed his arms in front of his chest and waited, 
scowling at him. “When you"re quite finished.” 


Dakota stopped his yelling when he saw that Wally was 
practically laughing at him. “Schian is old, has arthritis, and 
the circus doesn"t want him anymore because he"s not 
ferocious enough to scare the audience. | spoke with his 
trainer, and she says he"s been around people all his life. 
No, he"s not a pet, but he deserves to live a happy life.” 


“And you want to bring him here.” Dakota could hardly 
believe his ears. 


“Look, you can save us both a great deal of time. You can 
either stalk off and be mad for the next hour, or you can 
save yourself the trouble and just give in now. "Cause you 
know you will anyway.” Dakota tilted his head, and Wally 


chuckled softly. “It"s part of why | love you. | know you don"t 
understand why | need to do this, but you trust and support 
me.” Dakota felt Wally"s hand stroke his cheek. “And | love 
you more and more each day for it.” 


“Fuck....” Dakota groaned, knowing Wally was right, like he 
usually was. 


Wally"s hand slid over his jeans, squeezing him lightly. “That 
comes later.” Wally pulled him down for a kiss. 


“Why do | get the feeling this is just the start of something?” 
Dakota mumbled against Wally"s lips. 


“We share the range with wolves, buffalo, and cattle. So we 
add a lion—there"s room.” 


Dakota wasn"t sure if Wally was being literal or using the 
range as a metaphor for the size of Wally"s heart, but either 
way, he was right. There was room in both, with plenty to 
spare; of that he had no doubt, even for a lion. 
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A WEEK later, Dakota settled in their bed, the cool, spring 
air floating through the open window. “Schian all settled?” 


“He seems to be.” Wally turned out the light and joined him 
in the bed. “It was stroke of genius on your part, building an 
artificial cave out of those boulders.” Dakota felt Wally"s 
hands slide over his belly. “I never truly thanked you.” 
Dakota felt Wally"s warm skin on his as the smaller man 
climbed on top, and Dakota let his hands wander down to 
his lover's round butt, cupping the smooth cheeks. 


“You thank me every day, just by being you.” Dakota pulled 
Wally closer in the dark, their lips finding each other's, the 
kisses quickly increasing in intensity. 


A low rumble building into a high-pitched howl drifted in 
through the open window, and Dakota stopped short. 
“Damn, | thought those wolves had moved on. They must be 
back.” An answering roar split the night, echoing across the 
range. When it died away, the night seemed silent; even the 
spring insects had stopped buzzing. 


“Fuck. If I"d have known he'd scare the wolves, I"d have let 
you get a lion months ago.” 
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